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Note on Transliteration 


In the prose commentaries and in the transliterations given under¬ 
neath the translations, I have used the standard transliterations in 
which vowels that are held for a double duration are given a 
macron. Thus “a” indicates a vowel that is double the length of “a”. 
This quantitative system is similar to that of classical Greek and 
Latin, but does not translate directly into the English rhythms 
based upon a stress accent. Thus, in Arabic poetry and formal 
measure, the woman’s name Layla is pronounced with quantita¬ 
tively lengthened final “a”. However, in much informal speech and 
especially when used in English, the word is pronounced Layla, 
with a stress accent on the “ay”. 

It makes no sense, indeed it is counterproductive, to place in¬ 
dications of quantitative vowel length in translations where the 
verbal rhythm and measure is based upon stress. To the extent 
such markings would be understood, they would introduce a dis¬ 
ruption in the English measure. Thus, throughout the translations, 
I have used only an acute accent to mark the stress, but have dis¬ 
pensed with formal transliterations. Elsewhere, I use the standard 
method of macrons for long vowels and dots under consonants 
that do not exist in English and have no clear parallel. 

In areas where the rhythm is important, I use the translitera¬ 
tions to reflect the actual sound of the formal pronunciation, and 
thus, where a long vowel is elided to a short vowel when followed 
by certain sounds, I dispense with the macron: compare the first 
word mala khayri l-‘amal (to the best work) to the same word in 
‘ala l-falah (to prosperity). 

With names that have now an accepted and widely known 
English equivalent, I have also dispensed with transliteration: 
Muhammad as opposed to Muhammad. 




































Preface to the 
2006 Edition 


T HE FIRST EDITION OF Approaching the 
Qur'an: The Early Revelations appeared in 
1999. In the summer of 2002, the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill selected the book as its annual assignment for incom¬ 
ing students. Students were asked to read it over the summer, lis¬ 
ten to the recitations from the audio CD included with the book, 
and discuss the texts and recitations after arriving in Chapel Hill 
for orientation. In reaction to the UNC assignment, the Virginia- 
based Family Policy Network recruited three students (one Jewish, 
one Protestant, and one Catholic) to join in a lawsuit before the 
U.S. District Court in Greensboro, North Carolina. The suit 
charged the university with “infringing upon the religious free ex¬ 
ercise of its students and violating the establishment clause of the 
United States Constitution by forcing incoming freshmen and 
transfer students to study Islam against their will.” 1 

The debate in North Carolina escalated into a national and 
then international furor. “Reading the Qur’an at UNC” became 
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the summer staple of American television and radio talk shows. 
The issue was featured in network and cable news, on public tele¬ 
vision and radio, on AM radio stations, in local programs around 
the country, and in newspapers in Europe, Egypt, Iran, and 
Indonesia. North Carolina legislators denounced UNC and Islam, 
demanding legislative control of the curriculum of the university, 
and threatening to slash the university budget. A well-known 
columnist referred to Approaching the Qur'an as a bowdlerized 
“edition” of the Qur’an while a popular television commentator 
compared it to Hitler’s Mein Kampf. 2 The furor continued for 
months, even after the courts turned down the plaintiffs request 
for a legal injunction against the discussions of the book scheduled 
at UNC. 3 

What lay behind the controversy? On the local level, the 
protest reflected long-lasting antipathy in North Carolina against 
/ the allegedly leftist university. In 1963, for example, the state legis¬ 
lature convened a secret meeting to ban communists from speak¬ 
ing at UNC Chapel Hill (a measure later struck down by the 
Supreme Court as unconstitutional). Later, Senator Jesse Helms 
called for a fence to be placed around both the university and the 
entire town of Chapel Hill, and for a sign to be placed upon the 
fence with the word “Zoo.” 

Outside of North Carolina, the debate took on larger cultural 
and geopolitical dimensions. Many assumed, without reading it, 
that Approaching the Qur'an had labeled Islam “a religion of 
peace.” The book in fact uses no such generalized labels for Islam 
or any other religion. The game of “telephone” might offer a clue 
as to how we can be passionately certain of the contents of a book 
that we haven’t read. In telephone, participants sit in a circle. One 
person whispers a message to the person adjoining, who whispers 
it to the next, until the message is passed around to the beginning 
of the circle. By the time the message reaches the initial whisperer, 
it is transformed radically. When we hear a message incompletely, 
we fill in the gaps with what we expect to hear, wish to hear, or fear 
to hear. In the summer of 2002, “Islam is a religion of peace” was 
the message read into the book during the most vehement de¬ 
bates. 4 
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If we claim that Islam, Christianity, Judaism, or any other reli¬ 
gion is a religion of peace, what are we saying? Are we making a 
historical judgment that one religion has been shown historically 
to be more peaceful than others? Are we making a theological 
judgment that the messages of peace within the sacred texts and 
models of a tradition outweigh the messages of conflict? Are we 
making an apocalyptic judgment that one religion or another will 
be shown at the end of time to have brought true peace? Are we 
making an interreligious gesture of trust, with those of one religion 
stating that the acts of violence carried out in the name of another 
religion do not represent the tri^e Qiessage of our neighbor's reli¬ 
gion? Or are we making an apologetic statement that no one of our 
religion could carry out violence in the name of our tradition, 
since our religion is a religion of peace, and that, therefore, those 
accused of the crime were innocent and others were involved. 
(Using this apologetic logic, some Muslims claimed that the 9/11 
attack was not perpetrated by Muslims; some Christian leaders in 
the Balkans denied the clear evidence of atrocities committed by 
Christian militias; and some Hindu extremists in India denied the 
clear role of Hindu extremists in organizing and carrying out 
mass-killings of unarmed Muslims in the province of Gujarat in 
the spring of 2003). 

For a large section of American society, the Qur'an as it is ex¬ 
perienced in Islamic communities worldwide, that is, the Qur'an 
in Arabic recitation, has been a closed book. To the extent that we 
have “heard” the Qur'an, it has most often been through lead-in 
sound tracks to news reports of violence in the Middle East or ter¬ 
rorism worldwide. Critics of UNC pointed to the CD of Arabic 
Qur'an recitations with particular concern, accusing the university 
—^ of forcing students to listen to Islamic “spells.” Though the Qur'an 
recitations are not considered spells within the Islamic tradition 
(quite to the contrary), it is within the recited Arabic Qur'an that 
Islam has cherished the authenticity,T>eauty, and authorityofits 
sacred Text. A pproachingtJie Qur'an aims to guide the non-Arabic 
reader into the sacred text in its recited form, the form in which 
Muslims around the world, regardless of their native language, 
hear and experience the Qur'an. The UNC controversy reflected 
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the shock that comes when a paradigm is broken; regardless of 
what the reader and hearer may think of Islam in general as a reli¬ 
gion or civilization, the book, its critics seem to allege, allows the 
non-Muslim to understand a small part of what makes the Qur’an 
sacred to those who venerate its message. For those who wish to 
present the Qur’an exclusively through the question of war and vi¬ 
olence, such a glimpse into other realms of Qur’anic meaning was 
unwelcome indeed. 

I have taken the opportunity provided by this new edition to 
add a substantial new section of translation and discussion, The 
Sura of the Compassionate ( al-Rahman ). This sura dates from 
the early Meccan period, like most of those translated in the book, 
but represents a different phase of prophetic utterance. It holds a 
very special place within Islamic devotion and literature (accord¬ 
ing to one tradition, it is the one sura in the Qur’an that only God, 
. ^ . its author, can recite in a manner adequate to its beauty and depth 
of meaning). The Compassionate has also encountered long 
polemic by Western missionary and colonial critics over the sen¬ 
sual and erotic imagery within Qur’anic paradise* a controversy 
that continues to the present day. In this new edition, I present a 
new English reading of the text, a commentary on its central fea¬ 
tures, and a brief discussion of the continuing debate over 
<7 Qur’anic understandings of paradise. 


Endnotes 

i. See the Family Policy Network’s (FPN) updated press release: 
http://familypolicy.net/us/?p=3o6. The FPN describes itself as “a 
socially-conservative Christian organization that works to educate 
Christians and confront the culture on the important moral issues of 
the day.” The Alabama-based American Family Association Center for 
Law & Policy provided legal help in pursuing the lawsuit. See 
http://cnnstudentnews.cnn.com/2002/LAW/07/24/islam.unc.lawsuit/ 
index.html. See also the UNC site dedicated to the 2002 assignment at 
www.unc.edu/srp/srp2002/. For a journalistic account of the affair, see: 
“A Timely Subject—and a Sore One: UNC Draws Fire, Lawsuit for 
Assigning Book on Islam,” The Washington Post y Alan Cooperman, Front 
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Page (Aoi), 07 August 2002 .1 offered my own thoughts on the contro¬ 
versy in various venues, including Michael Sells, “Understanding, Not 
Indoctrination,” Op Ed, Washington Post , 08 August 2002 and in “Inter¬ 
view with Michael Sells,” The Religion & Ethics Newsweekly , 21 August 
2002 (see www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/week551/sells.html.) On 
September 5, 2002 ,1 spoke at the University of North Carolina on Ap¬ 
proaching the Quran and the UNC controversy: the ninety-minute event 
was recorded on video and shown in full on CSPAN 2 , “Book Events,” 
Sunday, 8 September 2002. 

2. William Buckley, “Aren’t We Owed an Apology,” National Review , 
16 August 2002. Bill O’Reilly compared the “book” to Mein Kampf indi¬ 
rectly on his Fox News Impact segment, Fox Cable News of 7/10/2002. 
The text of O’Reilly’s remark leaves the identity of the “it” he compared 
to Mein Kampf ambiguous: by my reading, Approaching the Qur'an is 
meant, but others have interpreted “it” as a reference to the Qur’an 
itself. Later in the discussion, O’Reilly argued that just as Mein Kampf 
was the book of our enemies in WW 2 , the Qur’an is the book of our 
enemies today. 

3. After the court ruling on August 15, 2002, allowing the discus¬ 
sions to proceed at the university, the FPN declared the opt-out assign¬ 
ment a victory while UNC responded that no student had ever been 
coerced into completing the summer reading assignment. University rep¬ 
resentatives responded in turn by saying the opt-out faction was consis¬ 
tent with all its summer reading assignments in the past and that the 
university had never coerced any student to read or discuss the section. 
Few students took advantage of the opt-out option. The last legal appeal 
of the plaintiffs to the lawsuit was turned down in 2004. For the 
UNC-Qur’an case and its constitutional and legal implications, see 
Christopher Buck, “Discovering,” in Andrew Rippin, ed. The Blackwell 
Companion to the Quran (Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 2006): 18-35. 

4. For an annotated and updated bibliography and “mediography” 
of some seventy articles and media events surrounding the UNC-Qur’an 
debate see http://home.uchicago.edu/~msells/UNCQuranMediography. 
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O NE AFTERNOON IN CAIRO, I found my¬ 
self in an unusual situation. The streets of 
this noisy, bustling city were suddenly strangely quiet, yet the cafes 
were crowded with people clustered around televisions. For special 
events—the death of a great figure, an important soccer game— 
one might expect to find people in cafes following the event on 
television. What had drawn people from the streets into the cafes 
today was the appearance of one of Egypt’s popular Qur’an re- 
citers?When I returned to my hotel, the lobby was filled with men, 
some of them Egyptian Christians, watching and listening to the 
televised recitation with intense interest. 

Such appreciation for the recited. Qur’an stimulates a diver¬ 
sity of explanations. To devout Muslims, the recited Qur’an is the 
word of God revealed to the prophet Muhammad; its divine origin 
accounts for its hold over the listener. Some anti-Islamic mission¬ 
aries attribute the extraordinary power and beauty of the Qur’an 
to a Jinni or even Satan. A Marxist revolutionary from an Islamic 
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background, who was highly critical of all religion, insisted that the 
genius of the Qur’an resulted from Muhammad’s alleged mad- 
ness and resultant close contact with the unconscious. In Middle 
Eastern societies, what unites these opinions and seems beyond 
dispute is the fact that the recited Qur’an is a distinctively com¬ 
pelli ng examp le of v erbal e xpression. 

The Qur’an itself offers an explanation for its unusual effect on 
its audience. In seventh-century Arabia, a man named Muham¬ 
mad began reciting what he said were revelations to him from 
God. These revelations referred to themselves as the Qur’an. They 
present Muhammad as a prophet in the line of prophets stretching 
back from Jesus to Moses and Abraham. The Qur’an recounts the 
stories of earlier prophets with descriptions of their miracles: the 
marvels of Moses before Pharoah and Jesus bringing dead crea¬ 
tures back to life, for example. When a listener challenged 
Muhammad to prove he was a prophet by performing a miracle, 
the Qur’anic answer was that the Qur’an itself was the miracle. If 
anyone could produce anything like it, then the Qur’an was a 
human creation and Muhammad a false prophet. If, however, no 
one else could produce anything like it, then the Qur’an was clearly 
beyond the capacity of a human being, and Muhammad was not 
its author but simply its messenger. Although poets and others 
have taken up the Qur’anic challenge, including the famous and 
beloved poet nicknamed al-Mutannabi (the “Would-Be Pro¬ 
phet”), within Islam the Qur’an has been generally recognized as 
inimitable. 

Most of the world’s Muslims, including the majority of those 
who live outside the Arab world, learn the Qur’an in Arabic. For 
them, the sense of some extraordinary power and beauty in its lan¬ 
guage is readily recognized. Generations of Qur’anic commenta¬ 
tors have tried to account for the compelling nature of the 
composition, articulation, or voice of the Qur’an in Arabic, but the 
fact that there was something special about it was assumed. It was 
apparent from the love of people for the Qur’anic voice; from the 
intertwining of the Qur’anic allusions and rhythms in the rich fab¬ 
ric of art, literature, and music; from the way the Qur’an is re¬ 
cited at great occasions and in the most humble circumstances of 
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daily life; and from the devotion people put into learning to recite 
it correctly in Arabic. The sound of Qur’anic recitation can move 
v people to tears, from ‘Umar, the powerful second Caliph of Islam, 
to the average farmer, villager, or townsman of today, including 
those who may not be particularly observant or religious in tem¬ 
perament. 

Yet for Westerners who do not read or speak Arabic, the ef¬ 
fort to get even a basic glimpse of what the Qur’an is about has 
y proved frustrating. The Qur’an is not arranged in chronological 
order or narrative pattern. Indeed, the passages associated with the 
very first revelations given to Muhammad, those learned first by 
Muslims when they study the Qur’an in Arabic, are placed at the 
very end of the written Qur’an. After a short prayer, the written 
Qur’an begins with the longest and one of the most complex chap¬ 
ters, one from Muhammad’s later career, which engages the full 
array of legal, historical, polemical, and religious issues in a fashion 
bewildering for the reader not immersed in the history and law of 
early Islam. For those familiar with the Bible, it would be as if the 
second page opened with a combination of the legal discussions 
in Leviticus, the historical polemic in the book of Judges, and 
apocalyptic allusions from Revelation, with the various topics 
mixed in together and beginning in mid-topic. 

This volume is an attempt to approach the Qur’an in two 
senses. First, in the translations and commentary I have tried to 
bring across some sense of that particular combination of majesty 
and intimacy that makes the Qur’anic voice distinctive. Second, I 
have sought to allow the reader who is unfamiliar with the details 
of Islamic history to approach the Qur’an in a way that allows an 
appreciation of its distinctive literary character. The selections pre¬ 
sented here are the short, hymnic chapters or Suras associated with 
the first revelations to Muhammad, most of which appear at the 
end of the written text and are commonly reached only by the 
most resolute reader. These short Suras are the sections learned 
first by Muslims in their study of the Arabic Qur’an. They also 
comprise the verses most often memorized, quoted, and recited. 
They contain some of the most powerful prophetic and revela¬ 
tory passages in religious history. And they offer the vision of a 
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meaningful and just life that anchors the religion of one-fifth of the 
world’s inhabitants. 

These passages involve relatively little of the historical, politi¬ 
cal, and legal detail present in the Suras associated with Muham¬ 
mad’s later career, after he became the leader of a young Islamic 
state. In this sense they are the Suras that speak most directly to 
every humapT>eing, regardless of religious confession or cultural 
background. As opposed to the Suras of the later period with their 
distinctive tong verses, these e arly Suras are characterized by a 
hymnic quality, condensed and powerful imagery, and a sweep¬ 
ing lyricism. Opposite each Sura in this volume, you will find a 
short commentary that explores some of its subtleties and context. 
An annotated index at the end of the introduction explains key 
Qur’anic concepts and gives the Arabic terms and the English 
translations used for them in this volume. The purpose of this in¬ 
troduction is to clarify the cultural and historical matrix in which 
the Qur’an came to exist, the central themes and qualities of the 
hymnic Suras, and the manner in which the Qur’an is experienced 
and taken to heart within Islamic societies. 

Since the Qur’an first became known in medieval Europe, it 
has been involved in the struggle between Christian Europe and 
Islam that culminated in the crusades and continued through the 
period of colonial rule and beyond. In recent centuries Europeans 
and Americans commonly assumed that the Qur’an was com¬ 
posed or fabricated by Muhammad; they referred to Islam as 
~ “Muhammadanism.” Muslims view the term “Muhammadan” as 
profoundly misleading; contemporary scholars point out that it is 
invalid, since it implies that Muslims worship Muhammad in the 
way Christians worship Christ. If there is any analogue to Christ in 
/ Islam, as the “word of God” and the guide to the just life, it is not 
Muhammad but the Qur’an itself. 

In the past few decades, non-Muslim scholars of Islam have 
adopted a less polemical approach. The Suras are attributed, in a 
more theologically neutral fashion, to the Qur’an as a tex t, rather 
than to whomever the interpreter considered the true author. Such 
attributions, now also common for the Bible, allow for a text to 
be discussed without constant and tendentious assumptions about 
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its authorship. Even so, scholarly controversies continue. Thus, 
while most scholars treat the Qur’an as a text that was revealed or 
created in the time of Muhammad, a revisionist school views it as 
an oral tradition that may have extended beyond the lifetime of 
any single individual. 1 

The purpose of this book is neither to refute nor to promote 
the Qur’anic message. Rather, the goal is to allow those who do not 
have access to the Qur’an in its recited, Arabic form to encounter 
one of the most influential texts in human history in a manner that 
is accessible. These Suras contain the essential world view of the 
Qur’an concerning the meaning of life a nd the poss ibility of jus-_ 
tice—the two interconnected themes that are at the heart of Is¬ 
lamic thought. This volume is devoted to these early Qur’anic 
revelations. 


/ 


I. Muhammad, the Qur’an, and the Poets 

According to traditional accounts, Muhammad was born in the 
year 570 C.E. in the trading town of Mecca, situated in a barren val¬ 
ley in central Arabia. Muhammad’s father died before his birth. 
His mother died soon after. His grandfather, who had been ap¬ 
pointed his guardian, also died while Muhammad was still a boy. 
He then came under the guardianship of an uncle. The Qur’an 
suggests that Muhammad’s consciousness was deeply influenced 
by his experience of being orphaned in a society in which status, 
security, and life itself depended upon family connections. 

Muhammad married Khadija, a prosperous widow and inde¬ 
pendent businesswoman who, along with her husband, was to ex¬ 
ercise an enormous impact on world history. Muhammad had also 
taken to meditating in a cave in the rocky hills above Mecca and, 
around the year 610 C.E., he experienced his prophetic vision and 
first revelation. The vision is described in elliptic and allusive lan¬ 
guage (Sura 53). The first auditory revelation is believed to have 
been the Qur’anic words (Sura 96 ): “Recite in the name of your 
lord who created ...” T he term Qur'an, g iven to the-xevelalions 
Muhammad would convey L js^ related to, the Ar abi c word for 
“recite.” It might be translated as the Recitation. 
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The Qur’anic revelations present Muhammad as the 
“messenger” (rasul) of God, the culmination in a line going back 
through many prophets found also in the Bible (Jesus, Moses, and 
Abraham) and through others known only in the Arabian tradi¬ 
tion. At first, Muhammad was dismissed with contempt and 
mockery. Gradually, however, he built a small circle of followers, 
including Khadija and his cousin ‘Ali. The revelations believed to 
be the earliest were embraced by a small group of people in a re¬ 
gion considered a no-man’s land by the leaders of the great em¬ 
pires of the day (Roman, Persian, and Ethiopian). Within the span 
of a few decades, these revelations became the core of a major 
world religion and an international civilization extending from 
what is now Spain to Afghanistan; within a couple of centuries, 
that faith extended all the way to China. 

When Muhammad began reciting the verses translated here, 
Arabia was a vast empty space on the geopolitical map, a region lit¬ 
tle known and of little concern to the three major civilizations 
that surrounded it. To the north and west was the Byzantine 
Roman empire; to the northeast the Sassanian Persian empire; and 
to the southeast the Abyssinian-Yemenite civilization. Each of 
these empires had satellite Arab tribes more or less under its 
political and cultural influence. Each had ancient Arab cities asso¬ 
ciated with it: the Nabataean cities of Petra in the North, the 
Yemenite civilizations of Sheba and the Ma’rib dam in the south, 
and the kingdom of al-Hira in what is now Iraq, which was the 
capital of the Persian-leaning Arab tribes. 

In the center of this world, at the blank spot on the geopoliti¬ 
cal map, were the bedouin. Over centuries they had developed a 
way of life adapted to the brutal conditions of the dese rt. The 
bedouin herded sheep and goats and developed sciences of horse 
and camel breeding. The sparsity of desert vegetation forced the 
tribes into continual migration and into a situation of negotiation, 
rivalry, and frequent warfare over valued pasture grounds. Yet, de¬ 
spite the physical impoverishment of bedouin life, the bedouin 
were viewed as the authentic bearers of culture. Even the towns¬ 
men of Mecca looked to the bedouin as the personification of Arab 
V values (the word ‘arab originally meant a pastoral nomad), and 
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Muhammad himself was sent out to live with the family of his wet 
nurse in order to be educated in bedouin cultural values. 

At the time Muhammad was reciting the first Qur’anic reve¬ 
lations to a skeptical audience in the town of Mecca, several de¬ 
velopments were leading to a transformation of Arabia’s place in 
the world. One was a technological revolution . Sometime around 
the period of Muhammad’s life, the bedouin developed a new 
kind of camel saddle that allowed their camels to carry previously 
unimagined weight. Camels, which had been used largely for 
milk and transport of individuals and small loads, became the cen¬ 
ter of a transportation revolution. Within a hundred years, the 
Hellenistic and Roman worlds of transport and commerce, based 
on donkey carts and the upkeep of roads, were replaced by camel 
caravans. And the bedouin in Arabia, who had been traders with 
and raiders of the established civilizations, were to control the 
vehicle of trade and commerce in the Western world:jhe drome¬ 
dary camel. 2 

Parallel to the technological revolution was a cultural and lin- 
g uistic transformation . Muhammad recited to an audience that 
had developed one of the most finely honed and scrutinizing tastes 
in the history of expressive speech. This love for language had been 
associated with the prophetic utterances of pre-Islamic seers 
( kahins ) and especially with the poets ( shairs ) of Arabia who had 
developed, over unknown centuries of oral tradition, a poetic her¬ 
itage that, along with the Qur’an, was to become the wellspring for 
the new Arabic-Islamic civilizations. Indeed, when Muhammad 
first began reciting verses of particular power and beauty, some 
called him a poet(j\ Qur’anic revelation made a distinction: poets 
speak out of desire and do not understand what th^y are saying, 
while a prophet speaks what is revealed to him by God (Sura 26). 

Every year, at pilgrimage sites around Arabia, tribes gathered 
for religious observances, trade, and poetry contests. One of the 
major sites was Mecca, with its ancient shrine, the Ka‘ba, an 
empty, square enclosure with a black rock embedded in one wall. 
The pilgrimage rituals in Mecca included the circumambulation of 
the Ka‘ba (the ritual circling of the shrine), as well as the “stations” 
of pilgrimage around the precinct of Mecca itself that made up 
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the larger ritual known as the hajj. As tribes came to Mecca dur¬ 
ing the “sacred months,” all warfare and blood feuds were forbid¬ 
den. During this period trade fairs and poetry contests were held 
outside of Mecca in a place known as known as ‘Ukaz. According 
to legend, the seven most admired poems were embroidered in 
gold on rare black cloth and suspended from the walls of the 
Ka‘ba. TtaseJ^Tan^^ served as the epitome 

of p re-Islamic b edouin_c ultural values and verbal expression. 
r The poets, the bearers of the values, were the mosTdafigerous 
a nd obdurate opponents of theprophet Muh ammad. At some 
point Muhammad found a circle of poets to support him as well, 
and the ancient poetic tradition then became a central part of the 
struggle. One of the most important figures in the Arabia of 
Muhammad’s time was the poet Ka‘b bin Zuhayr. As the son of 
Zuhayr (author of one of the celebrated “Hanging Odes”) and a 
great poet in his own right, Ka‘b was viewed within bedouin soci¬ 
ety as a cultural authority. His opposition to Muhammad contin¬ 
ued until it became clear that Muhammad’s political and cultural 
authority could no longer be challenged. By the standards of tribal 
code, as the spokesman for the losing side, Ka‘b was in grave dan¬ 
ger. In a famous episode, Ka‘b went to the prophet Muhammad, 
offered his allegiance, and presented a poem in honor of the 
prophet. Muhammad then gave Ka £ b his mantle (burda ), and the 
poem has since been known as the burda or Mantle Ode. This 
transaction, as much as anything in early Islamic history, symbol¬ 
izes the passing of the old order, the rejection of some of its val¬ 
ues, and the transformation of other values into the new Islamic 
world-view. Even so, the tradition begun with pre-Islamic poetry 
continued to develop through the history of Arabic literature, even 
as it played an important role within Persian, Ottoman Turkish, 
Urdu, and the other literatures of Islam. 

The odes ( qasidas ) were constructed with three major sections: 
the remembrance of the lost beloved, t he quest , and the boast This 
poetry was heroic in values, lyrical in form, and dramatic in idiom. 
Remembrance of the beloved was based upon the broken relation¬ 
ship between lovers and beloveds. Love affairs begun when the 
bedouin tribes met at the fairs would be broken off as the tribes 
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separated to pursue the year-long effort to find pasture grounds. 
The abandoned ruins of the beloved’s campsite became the quin¬ 
tessential symbol of the former union with the beloved and her 
current absence, and the generative symbol for the entire poem. 
The poet might also remember the stations of the beloved’s jour¬ 
ney away from him, and list them with ritual solemnity, as if they 
were the stations of a pilgrimage. The memory of the beloved, fi¬ 
nally, would lead to a reverie, with a lyrical evocation of spring, of 
the oasis, of animals at peace—in other words, of a lost garden 
symbolic of the lost beloved. 

The quest or “night journey” began when the poet broke out 
of his reverie and set off alone across the desert on a camel mare. 
These desert journey scenes involved an almost surreal evocation 
of the heat of the desert day; the terror of the night; the hunger, de¬ 
privation, and disorientation of the journey; and a confrontation 
with mortality—without consolation of an afterlife. The wearing 
away of the poet’s self was often symbolized by the emaciation of 
the camel mare. Other desert animals—such as the oryx, onager, 
and ostrich—were depicted with a complex symbolic depth and 
poetic texture. 

The final section, the boast, featured the reintegration of the 
poet into his tribe and the singing of the tribal values of generos¬ 
ity, courage in war, and the willingness to stand before death 
unflinchingly. The boast often was based on a poetic evocation of 
the sacrifice of the bedouin’s camel and distribution of the meat to 
all the members of the tribe. The prime value was heroic generosity. 
The generous hero, the Karim , was one who was willing to spend 
his fortune on a night’s feast, to sacrifice his camel mare (symbolic 
of the self) for the tribe. Indeed, the camel sacrifice became the 
most important ritual and heroic moment in pre-Islamic Arabia. 
The Karim also was willing to give his life in battle. Yet the cele¬ 
bration of the heroic ethos in the battle sections of the poems often 
revealed a tragic undertone. Even as the heroism was proclaimed, 
intimations arose of the tragedy of intertribal warfare and its open- 
ended cycle of killing and vengeance. Intuited within the deeper 
symbolism, verbal resonances, and intense imagery of the poem 
was the tragic effacement of the boundary of kin and non-kin, self 
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and enemy. The killing of an enemy in battle (however heroically 
celebrated) led to an intimation of the fragility of kin boundaries 
(and boundaries between self and other) and the futility of a war¬ 
fare that would end with the decimation of both tribes. 

These odes are believed to have been composed, performed, 
and transmitted in an oral tradition similar to that of the jazz song 
or the Homeric epic, with each performance of a piece tailored, 
timed, and in part improvised to the audience. Gradually, the 
extraordinarily vivid images of the odes were configured in differ¬ 
ing modes: comic, tragic, elegiac, ironic, and heroic. The develop¬ 
ment of these expressive modes led to the formation and discovery 
of a common nation. Different tribes speaking different dialects 
developed a common poetic language that expressed the range of 
human sentiment within shared cultural values and sensibilities. 
The notion of the Arab, as a name for the tribes speaking the Ara¬ 
bic language—not just in a lexical sense but in this more profound 
sense of common cultural bonds and expression—was being de¬ 
veloped, even as the tragic element within the tribal heroic ethos 
was expressed and understood more deeply. The discovery of a 
common cultural bond among the tribes and an intimation of the 
tragic element in their cycles of warfare were culminating at the 
time the young man from Mecca heard what he understood to be 
revelations of God. 3 

The Qur’an retai ns key bedouin values such as r emembrance, 
generosity, hosp itality, and valor. But the social context for such 
values is transformed. The remembrance is no longer of a beloved 
and a lost tribal love affair, but of the deity who, even when figured 
in later poetry as a beloved, maintains a more explicitly transcen¬ 
dent character. The journey through the desert evolves into a 
moral and spiritual journey, a journey of the human being toward 
the divine lord. The generous hero, the Karim , is still the model 
of human excellence, but the hero is no longer the tribal chief or 
even the prophet, but the all-giving deity and the human being 
who imitates that generosity by working for social justice. 

The tradition of the tribal Qasida remained a powerful and res¬ 
onant force within Arabian society for centuries. Indeed, along with 
the Qur’an, it provides the warp and woof of classical Arabic cul- 


10 









Introduction 


ture, sometimes serving as a counter text to the Qur’an, sometimes 
as a mode of expression of Qur’anic values. Yet the role of the 
Qasida would never be quite the same after the the shift symbolized 
by the submission of Ka‘b to Muhammad. Instead of being draped 
with the “Hanging Odes,” the Ka‘ba is now draped with another 
text embroidered on rare Egyptian cloth. That text contains quotes 
from the Qur’an, and the cloth that holds it, the Kiswa, has been a 
feature of the shrine in Mecca since the early Islamic period. 

II. The Qur'an as Recitation 

What was the spirit of those early Meccan verses that became cen¬ 
tral to the Qur’anic tradition? When the reader unfamiliar with 
Islam and unversed in Arabic picks up the standard English trans¬ 
lation of the Qur’an, that spirit can be hard to find. What the per¬ 
son who learns the Qur’an in Arabic experiences as a work of 
consummate power and beauty, outsiders can find difficuji-to 
grasp, confusing, and in most English translations, alienating. The 
written Qur’an does not seem to have a clear beginning, miaHIe, 
and end. It shifts thematic registers: from mystical passages to sa¬ 
cred history, from law to the struggles of Muhammad and his fol¬ 
lowers with little or no warning. Many of its chapters mix themes 
that sometimes begin in mid-topic.*\£he Suras are arranged in what 
can seem a chronologically and topically arbitrary manner v Tvith 
the longest Suras at the beginning and the shortest at the end. 

The experience of the Qur’an in traditional Islamic countries 
is very different from Western attempts to read it as a story bound 
within the pages of a book with a sequence of beginning, middle, 
and end. For Muslims, the Qur’an is first experienced in Arabic, 
even by those who are not native speakers of Arabic. In Qur’an 
schools, children memorize verses, then entire Suras. They begin 
with the Suras that are at the end of the Qur’an in its written form. 
These first revelations to Muhammad express vital existential 
themes in a language of great lyricism and beauty. As the students 
learn these Suras, they are not simply learning something by rote, 
but rather interiorizing the inner rhythms, sound patterns, and 
textualji ynam ics—taking it to heart in the deepest manner. 
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Gradually the student moves on to other sections of the 
Qur’an. Yet the pattern set by this early, oral encounter with the 
text is maintained throughout life. The Qur’anic experience is not 
the experience of reading a written text from beginning to end. 
Rather, the themes, stories, hymns, and laws of the Qur’an are 
woven through the life stages of the individual, the key moments 
of the community, and the sensual world of the town and village. 
Life is punctuated by the recitation of the Qur’an by trained re¬ 
citers who speak from the minarets of mosques, on the radio, and 
from cassettes played by bus drivers, taxi drivers, and individuals. 
The experience is a nonlinear repetition through recitation. The 
actual stories, which may seem fragmented in a written version, are 
brought together in the mind of the hearer through repeated ex¬ 
periences with the text. The most accomplished Qur’anic reciters 
are famous throughout the Islamic world, and their cassettes and 
CDs can be found in kiosks and music stores in any city with a 
large Islamic population. 

This Qur’anic experience is intertwined through Arabic litera¬ 
ture and civilization and, in an extended fashion, through the arts 
and civilization of other non-Arab Islamic societies. Qur’anic cal- 
ligraphyjthe visual manifestation of the Qur’an, is the basis for 

Arabic calligraphy and one of the most distinctive features of Is¬ 

lamic architecture. Qur’anic inscriptions can be found on almost 
any major work of architecture, offering yet another form of re¬ 
membrance (dhikrX Almost all of the major works of art in the 
Islamic world draw on Qur’anic allusions. To cite just one exam¬ 
ple, love poets consider the Qur’anic story of Moses, who was 
overwhelmed and nearly destroyed by his near vision of the deity, 
to be a model for the power and intensity of love. The subtlest 
allusion to Moses on Sinai is enough to conjure up the entire 
context. 

Qur’anic sensibility grounds popular culture as well. As we will 
see later, Qur’anic phrases have become central to popular lan¬ 
guage. The relation of the Qur’an to popular culture also is exem¬ 
plified by Umm Kulthum, an Arab singer who was one of the most 
important cultural figures in Islamic societies in the modern age. 
Her singing permeated the Arabic world. Her funeral was the 
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Muslim boys and girls are 
taught to read and memo¬ 
rize the early chapters of the 
Qur’an. Here a young boy is 
reading from the Qur’an. 



largest public event in Egypt’s modern history. Umm Kulthum’s 
lyrics combined the tradition of Arabic love poetry, contempo¬ 
rary forms of music, and a cadence she learned as the the daugh¬ 
ter of a rural Qur’an reciter. Umm Kulthum was also believed to 
have been an accomplished Qur’an reciter herself. 4 In buses, cafes, 
and taxis throughout the Arabic-speaking world, cassettes of the 
songs of Umm Kulthum are almost as popular as cassettes of the 
Qur’an. 

III. The Early Meccan Suras 

The Qur’an traditionally is divided into three periods: the early 
Meccan Suras (most of the short Suras at the end of the Qur’an 
and other Suras or parts of Suras scattered through the rest of the 
Qur’an), the later Meccan Suras,. and the Medinan Suras. The 
Qur’anic texts commonly put the terms “Meccan” or “Medinan” 
after the title of each Sura to indicate the phase of Muhammad’s 
life in which it was revealed. The early and later Meccan Suras are 
believed to have been revealed to Muhammad before he made his 
famous emigration ( hijra ) to Medina in the year 622 C.E., Year One 
of the Islamic or Hijrl calendar. 5 
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The Suras from the e arly Meccan period focus on^existential 
and personal is sues . The lat er Mecc an period bri ngs in more ex¬ 
tended discussions of sacred history and the prophets known in 
the Bi blical tradition s. The message of the Qur’an is more explic¬ 
itly fitted into a prophetic lineage beginning with the creation of 
Adam, the first prophet in Islam, extending through the stories of 
Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, John the Baptist, and 
Jesus, prophets of the Arab tradition such as Hud and Salih, and 
ending with Muhammad. Thejkiras from the Medinan period 
reflect Muhammad’s new p o sitio n as a poli tical, economic, social, 
an d military leader and so addr ess a w iderrange of societal, his- 
to ricah and legal issue s. As ruler of a state, Muhammad was faced 
with an array of specific problems, some of which are answered 
with Qur’anic revelations. 

As Muhammad’s career advanced, the ritual core of Islam was 
more fully articulated within the Qur’an. Of the “five pillars” of 
Islamic practice, three were discussed in the early Meccan Suras: 
the affirmation of the oneness of God, the ritual prayer ( salat ), and 
the obligation to give a pure offering ( zakat ) of one’s wealth to those 
in need. In later periods, the number of prayers required per day was 
fixed at five and the orientation of the prayers was set toward the 
shrine of the Ka‘ba in Mecca; the obligation for fasting during the 
month of Ramadan (the month the initial Qur’anic revelations are 
believed to have been sent down to Muhammad) was enjoined on 
all able adult Muslims; and, finally, the Islamic pilgrimage or hajj , 
which contained many of the elements of pre-Islamic pilgrimage 
activities around Mecca, was ordained for all Muslims capable of it. 

For the first generations living after the death of Muhammad, 
issues of interpretation and communal life could be resolved by re¬ 
ferring to the Qur’an or to what they knew Muhammad had said 
or done. This tradition of Muhammad’s words and deeds is called 
t/ the sunna (path, example) of the prophet. But as Islam extended 
further from its original community in Medina, it became more 
difficult to resolve such issues by informal appeal to the sunna. As 
a result, the statements of Muhammad outside of the Qur’an 
' (hadUli^eTe rigorously examined and codified. The hadith liter- 
atHFewas then combined with the Qur’an and principles of legal 
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judgment (fiqh ) to elaborate an Islamic way of life, sharVa , that 
would be valid in later times and more distant places. Such regu¬ 
lations could cover everything from dietary restrictions to details 
of family law, inheritance, divorce, and the ethics of investment 
and avoidance of predatory business practices. This world of cod¬ 
ified principles of shari‘a has been frequently compared to the rab¬ 
binic tradition that was codified in the Mishna and Talmud. 

Although the Quran views itself as representing the prophetic 
tradition of Abraham, Moses, and Jesus, as a document the Qur’an 
is approached differently than the Torah or the Christian Bible. 
Most Jews and Christians acknowledge that the Biblical texts may 
have been composed by a wide variety of authors over a long pe¬ 
riod of time, under divine inspiration certainly, but not necessar¬ 
ily by direct speech of the deity. On the other hand, Muslim 
consensus views the Qur’an as direct revelation to Muhammad. 
Muslim scholars, as well as many non-Muslim scholars, stipulate' 
that the Qur’an was completed within the lifetime of one historical 
personage, Muhammad, and that many of the events of the Qur’an 
are reflections of the life and struggles of Muhammad. 

Another key difference between Qur’anic and Biblical tradi¬ 
tions is in narrative style.jThe Qur’an does not narrate the sacred 
history of the prophets in a linear fashion. With the exception of 
the account of the prophet Joseph (Sura 12), the Qur’an scatters 
its tales of the prophets throughout the textijVspects of the story of 
Moses, for example, occur in 44 different passages in the Qur’an, 
but are never brought together in a single Sura. This Qur’anic way 
of storytelling, unusual to those accustomed to the Biblical tradi¬ 
tion, has aroused a number of conflicting interpretations and value 
judgments. The polemicist Carlyle remarked, “With every al¬ 
lowance, one feels it difficult to see how any mortal ever could con¬ 
sider this Koran as a Book written in Heaven, too good for the 
Earth; as a well written-book, or indeed as a book at all.” On the 
other hand, Norman O. Brown recently suggested that it is this 
very scattered or fragmented mode of composition that allows 
the Qur’an to achieve its most profounTTeffects, as if the intensity 

of the prophetic message wereThattering the vehicle of human 
language in which it was being communicated. 6 
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To offer an account or overview of the entire Qur’an would re¬ 
quire several volumes. The purpose here is to introduce the early 
revelations, those that ground the rest of the Qur’an and are most 
deeply embedded in Islamic life. When Muslims encounter the 
early Suras of the Qur’an, they encounter the early life and career 
of Muhammad. They learn about Muhammad’s life as it is 
reflected in Qur’anic discourses on the ephemeral nature of 
human life, on the inevitability of a judgment on each human’s 
life, and on fundamental values. In this spirit, rather than offering 
a detailed historical narrative, this volume presents the early Mec¬ 
can Suras and offers explanatory comments that relate the Suras to 
the life and culture of the prophet. 

The ear ly Meccan S uras are hymnic. The complex Qur’anic 
sound patterns and the relation of sound to meaning—what we 
might call the “sound vision” of the Qur’an—are brought out and 
cultivated in Qur’anic recitation. No translation can fully capture 
this sound vision. The translation here attempts to bring across the 
lyricism of the hymnic passages, a lyricism comparable to that of 
the Psalms or passages from the Upanishads. In the Qur’anic con¬ 
text, the lyricism is related to the use of oaths involving a key set 
of what the Qur’an considers “signs ’Mfl Vflsh clues to th e m ystery of 
reality. These signs include the patterns of day and night, male and 
female, odd and even, singular and plural. The Arabic construction 
for these oaths can be translated in a number of ways. I have used 
the phrase “by the,” as in Sura 89:1-5: 


By the dawn 
By the nights ten 
By the odd and the even 
By the night as it eases away 

Is there not in that an oath for the thoughtful mind 7 

The values presented in the very early^Meccan revelations are 
repeated throughout the hymnic Suras.Jhere is a sense of direct¬ 
ness and intirrta^y, as if the hearer were being asked repeatedly a 
simple question: what will be of value at the end of a human life? 
The framework for this question is the concept of a final moment 
5 of truth or day of mckonin giyawm ad-din ) in which each human 
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being will face what he or she has done and has not done. The 
premise of these passages is that the human being avoids the ulti¬ 
mate question through self-delusion and avoids acknowledging his 
own mortality by engaging in the pursuit of wealth and posses¬ 
sions—“thinking in his wealth he will never die,” as one Qur’anic 
verseputs it. The cri ticism of hoarding , the hoarding of one’s pos¬ 
sessions or one’s life, was a standard in pre-Islamic Arabic poetry. 
The Qur’an keeps the value of the generous hero (the Karim) but 
redefines generosity. The key value of generosity is no longer to 
be shown through camel sacrifice, great feasts, or giving one’s life 
in tribal warfare. Rather, it is to be channeled into a concern for so¬ 
cial justice, a continual willingness to give a share of one’s posses¬ 
sions to the less fortunate^ This giving is a purification of oneself 
and one’s possessions as well as a recognition that no one truly 
owns anything. The Qur’anic zakat (literally, “purificatio n”) is a 
purification of wealth in a ritual, communal, religious, and insti¬ 
tutional sense through the organized giving and working for social 
justice. In the early Meccan Suras, the mechanisms and details of 
the obligation for zakat are not yet worked out, but the importance 
of the obligation is made existentially present. The larger injunc¬ 
tion to work for justice and the criticism of those who do not seek 
justice are categorical, as when the divine voice speaks of hu¬ 
mankind in the following terms (Sura 90: 5-16): 


Does he think there is no power over him 
He says: look at the goods I devoured 

Does he think no one sees him 

9 

Did we.not endow him with eyes 
lips and tongue 

and guide him to the two high plains 

And he did not climb the steep pass 
What can tell you of the steep pass? 

To free a slave 

To feed the destitute on a day of hunger 

a kinsman orphaned 

or a stranger out of luck in need 
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A second premise of this ultimate question is that humans 
tend to hide, from others and from themselves, what they really 
areTFut thatAllah 7 fhe one GTocT, sees into the Inner being of each 
person and at the moment oftruth will reveal each pe rson, insiH e 
antfoutTSura 100:11). 

This day of judgment or moment oftruth is an ontological 
reversal. What seems secure and lasting—the skies, the seas, the 
stars, the reality of death as contained in graves—is torn away. 
What seemed inconsequential—a “mote’s weight” of good or a 
“mote’s weight” of wrong (Sura 99:7-8)—is revealed as enduring 
and real. A classic example of such a moment is announced in Sura 
82:1-5: 

When the sky is torn 

When the stars are scattered 

When the seas are poured forth 

When the tombs are burst open 

Then a soul will know what it has given 
and what it has held back 

The Qur’an does not propound a doctrine of the original or 
essential sinfulness xifJiumanity. Hum an be ings are not born sin¬ 
ful, but they are forgetfuL^Jhis forgetfulness can be countered only 
by reminder (dhikr) y which the Qur’an calls itself. Qur’anic dhfkr 
I includes repeated questioning about the primary Qur’anic values: 
sharing one’s wealth; attending to the orphan, the destitute, and 
the disinherited; performing the prayer; and carrying out just 
I deeds ( salihat). 

The proper and continual performance of ritual prayer (salat) 
is urged throughout the early Meccan Suras. Although the early 
Suras do not offer detailed prescriptions for the prayer, salat is a 
performance of sujud , the movement of worship in which the 
person first kneels and then touches the head to the ground. This 
movement, performed regularly, breaks the cycle of normal pre¬ 
occupations, enacts humility, and helps in the remembrance of 
more ultimate concerns. 

Finally, the affirmation of the oneness of God is given voice 
in Sura 112. The oneness of God has a number of interpretations 
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X in Islamic thought. First, of course, it means that the deity has no 

^ partners or equals. Second, in the moral sense, it has been inter¬ 
preted as having no other aims, goals, or thoughts beyond the one 
reality or one deity. In other words, any other object that becomes 
an end in itself is a form of false deity. Third, in the theological 
sense, it can refer to the interior unity of the deity, that in God all 
the attributes—such as seeing, hearing, knowing, and willing—are 
in some sense one; that in God, willing is knowing and knowing 
is creating, although these activities seem separate within language. 
For some Islamic theologians, to give the deity separate attributes 
threatens the unity of God. If those attributes are eternal, then 
there is a diversity of eternal, separate powers. If they are not eter¬ 
nal, then God can change—a notion many Islamic philosophers, 
influenced by Aristotelian ideas on the impassivity of deity, found 
inconceivable. Fourth and finally, in many mystical theologies, 
unity involves knowing and seeing nothing but the one deity, 
or arriving at a point where a person’s own existence actually 
passes away into the infinite reaches of that one God that is all 
that truly is. 

The Qur’anic reminders of a basic ethic are glaced_withirLa 
framework of lyrical meditation andexistential confrontation. At 
the heart of the early Suras is a voice that expresses at once a sense 
of intimacy and awe. It is this combination of intimacy and awe 
that I have tried to make accessible to those who do not encounter 
the Qur’an in the original Arabic recitation. 

Within the nuances of Qur’anic language one encounters a 
balanced and powerful gender dynamic. Arabic, like French, is 
based on grammatical gender; even inanimate objects are mascu¬ 
line or feminine. The Qur’an uses this grammatical gender in a 
way that allows the masculine and feminine to move beyond the 
grammatical gender and form a kind of subtle gender interplay. 
Using condensed masculine or feminine grammatical construc¬ 
tions, fitting them into key places of rhyme and rhythm, and 
aligning them with certain implicit metaphors (the earth—gram¬ 
matically feminine—giving birth to her final secret), the Qur’an 
generates a sense of gender interplay that always hovers at the edge 
of personification. The earth, the sky, the night of destiny, the soul, 
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the sun, and the moon, for example, are all grammatically femi¬ 
nine. These terms are not openly personified, but are pushed to¬ 
ward personification through an implied metaphor (the night of 
destiny becomes pregnant, the earth gives birth at the day of reck¬ 
oning) and rhetorical structures. 

In order to bring across the supple gender language of the 
Qur’an, a translator must render the pronouns signifying inani¬ 
mate objects carefully. If they are translated consistently in a gen¬ 
dered way (as her and him, she and he), the grammatical gender 
would be distorted into a blatant personification not there in the 
original text. But if they are translated in a neutered fashion, as is 
done in many standard translations of the Qur’an, some of the 
most moving and profound aspects of the Qur’anic voice them¬ 
selves are neutered. In the commentaries, I have indicated areas 
where I have chosen one direction or another—that is, where I 
have tried to walk a balance among the gender registers. 

Finally, the Qur’anic voice shifts continually. Sometimes the 
One God is referred to in the plural first person as “we”; some¬ 
times in the third person as “your lord,” “Allah,” or “him/it”; and 
sometimes in the first person singular as “I.” These sudden shifts 
can be disorienting at first, but they have an important literary and 
theological dimension. The shifts prevent the deity from becoming 
defined in anthropomorphic te nns. Given the way finite human 
characteristics are built into the structure of language, a single, 
constant form of reference would lead to a reified deity—an in¬ 
tellectual idol in the terms of Islamic theologians and mystics. In 
the Qur’an the divine voice is heard in a variety of manners 
through an extraordinary range of emotions and tones, but the 
form or image of the speaker is never defined—a literary feature 
that mirrors the Qur’anic affirmation that the one God is beyond 
being fixed in any delimited form or image. 

Each Qur’anic Sura is preceded by the phrase, “In the name 
of God the Compassionate the Caring” or alternatively “In the 
name of God the Compassionate Caring” (hi smi Allah ar-Rahman 
ar-Rahim). This phrase is frequently translated, “In the name of 
God the Compassionate the Merciful,” but traditional scholars 
have emphasized that the terms Rahman and Rahim are based 
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upon an Arabic etymology linked to the word for womb ( rahrn). 
In addition, “mercy” as a quality of forgiveness has been strongly 
marked by Christian associations with the doctrine of original sin, 
whereas the Qur'an does not posit the notion of original sin. For 
these reasons, and for the purposes of euphony and alliteration, I 
have used the translation “the Compassionate the Caring.” 8 

As noted earlier, I have attached a facing commentary to each 
Sura which takes up issues of interpretation, historical context, 
and key themes. When young Muslims learn the Qur'an, they 
learn the text orally, often before they know Arabic grammar or 
the history of Islam. There is a tolerance for terms or concepts 
that are not fully understood but can be appreciated within the 
context of the hymnic nature of the text. For this reason, it is 
worthwhile to read the text before reading the commentaries. 

I have used the term “translation” here to refer to the English 
renditions presented in this volume. But the term itself is contro¬ 
versial. For Muslims the Qur’an is, as expressed in Sura 12:2, an 
Arabic revelation. To understand the practical implications of such 
an understanding, one can turn to Africa. There, Christian mis¬ 
sionaries begin by translating the Bible into the native language of 
the area. In many cases these translators have been forced to invent 
an orthography for an essentially oral language and tradition. By 
contrast, Muslim missionaries begin by opening a Qur’an school 
in which the Qur'an is taught in Arabic. The goal is not to replace 
the local language, but to introduce the Qur’an in Arabic in the 
way that (in the view of the majority of Muslims) it truly exists. 
The primary encounter of most Muslims with the Qur'an through¬ 
out their lives is in Arabic; for many that encounter centers on 
the Suras presented here. 

In a later chapter of this book, I have offered a full translitera¬ 
tion of six short Suras, accompanied by a word-for-word English 
gloss. Those who do not know Arabic can follow the Arabic recita¬ 
tion on the enclosed CD with the help of the transliteration and 
gloss. I have made a practice of introducing in my classes a few 
Suras, with transliterations, English glosses, and recitations played 
on CD or cassette. Although only a small part of the Qur'an can 
be covered this way in a classroom setting, this method allows an 
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encounter with the sound vision central to the Qur’an. 

The translations and commentaries presented here are the re¬ 
sult of fifteen years of work on these particular Suras and my ex¬ 
perience attempting to present them in classes of non-Arabic 
speakers. Each Sura has gone through dozens of drafts. A transla¬ 
tor is constantly forced to choose between terms that can only par¬ 
tially carry the full connotations of the original, between keeping 
or losing key literary affects (such as rhyme, interior assonance, 
and rhythmic movements), and somehow making compensation 
for elements that have to be given up in certain choices. 

Of course, all translations are ultimately only approaches. One 
can never completely recapture an original in a new language. For 
some, adhering to a facile interpretation of the Italian cliche tra- 
duttore traditore (translator-traitor), the impossibility of perfect 
translation only shows the futility of trying. My own view is that 
translation—never complete, always only an approach—is an es¬ 
sential element of human existence. Even among those who speak 
our own language, we often find we have interpreted a word in a 
way other than it was intended. We can fully never capture or seize 
the perfected meaning. If we could grasp or seize it, we would soon 
find that the meaning has lost its magic in captivity. But the always 
renewed effort to come as close as possible is a reward in itself. 
For both theological and literary reasons, the Qur’an is particularly 
resistant to any notion of translation as a complete reproduction of 
the meaning and form of the original; what follows does not pre¬ 
sume to be such a translation. 

The history of English renditions of the Qur’an has been 
marked by the transference of the language of the King James Bible 
onto the Qur’anic text. Yet that idiom grew out of a literary tradi¬ 
tion that was itself rooted in the Bible. To impose it on a completely 
different kind of text risks producing a language that is artificial or 
awkward, despite its scholarly accomplishment. The version pre¬ 
sented here does away with some of the grander features of King 
James rhetoric, particularly in the use of interjections, references 
to deity, and theologically motivated capitalization. It attempts an 
English that is natural and relatively idiomatic, yet formal enough 
to reflect certain high registers of Qur’anic diction. 
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But beyond these issues of translation style, another issue 
more deeply interweaves language and theology. A standard 
stereotype about Islam and the Qur’an, one that has been pro¬ 
pounded by anti-Muslim polemicists and missionaries, is that 
. Islam is a religion of fear as opposed to Christianity, for example, 
which is (in their view) "a religion of love. For Muslims familiar 
with the Qur’an in Arabic, the notion that it is centered on fear is 
not only inaccurate but astounding. Certainly, the Qur’anic em¬ 
phasis on justice is continually intertwined in the early Meccan 
Suras with the affirmation of an ultimate meaning in life. At the 
day of reckoning, this meaning and justice are brought together. 
The Qur’an warns those who reject the day of reckoning and who 
are entrenched in lives of acquisition and injustice that an ac¬ 
counting awaits them. 10 Yet these warnings are not more dire or 
grim than the warnings the Biblical Jesus gives in the parables 
about burning and gnashing of teeth. And in Qur’anic recitation, 
all Qur’anic passages on alienation between humankind and God 
are dominated by a tone, not of anger or wrath, but of sadness 
( huzn ). Why, then, have the deeper resonances and reaches of 
these passages been reduced to only one aspect—that of warning? 

One reason for this distorted emphasis is the way the early 
Meccan Suras were interpreted in the Middle Ages. Just as me¬ 
dieval Christians constructed an elaborate vision of the torments 
of hell from enigmatic statements in the Bible, so medieval 
Qur’anic commentators constructed their own visions of hell and 
heaven from the elliptic comments in the Quran about the day of 
reckoning. Yet, when one reads the early Meccan Suras, one finds 
that these references are of a literary and psychological subtlety 
and suppleness at odds with the spatially and temporally fixed 
notions of heaven and hell, reward and punishment. 

The issue was epitomized by the Islamic writer jQusha yri, who 
^/made crucial distinctions between fear and hope on the one hand, 
and awe on the other. 11 Fear and hope are emotions that concern 
the future. Awe is an emotion or feeling that concerns the pre¬ 
sent. In a state of awe, a person is no longer even thinking about 
the future. What gives the early Meccan Suras their depth, psycho¬ 
logical subtlety, texture, and tone is the way the future is collapsed 
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into the present] the way the day of reckoning is transferred from 
the fear and hope of a moment in the future to a sense of reckon¬ 
ing in the present moment. The centrality of the day of reckoning 
to the early Qur’anic revelations is based on a prophetic impulse to 
re mind humanity o f the m omenr ^ofTruth. The impulse of re¬ 
minder ( dhikr) is not simply to talk about that moment, but allow 
the hearer to live and experience in this present moment the exis¬ 
tential absoluteness of a mote’s weight of good or evil. 

In creating such a sense of the moment, the early Meccan 
Suras employ a distinctive way of referring to the day of reckon¬ 
ing and the afterlife or finality ( al-akhira ). There are references to 
the garden, ‘ Iliyyin , the fire, Jahim , and Jehenna (a term related to 
the Biblical term Gehenna used for a pit of the dead and later as a 
term for punishment in the afterlife). But these references are 
placed in an allusive and elusive litera ry fra me that gives them a 
depth far beyond any simple-minded notion of heavenly reward 
and hellish punishment. Indeed, the references to the day of reck¬ 
oning are filled with key syntactical ambiguities that translators 
and commentators often remove, thus simplifying and freezing the 
text. When those ambiguities are respected, the day of reckoning 
passages become centered on a kind of questioning—a question¬ 
ing that combines a sense of awe with a sense of intimacy. This 
translation and the accompanying commentaries focus on keeping 
the original sense of questioning alive in English. 

One example of such questioning occurs in the Sura of the 
Qari‘a. The Sura includes two mysterious words, qana (a word 
that could mean smashing, obliterating, crushing, or calamity), 
and hawiya (a word that means variously a mother who has lost 
her first-born child, desire, abyss, and falling). The Sura begins 
with three staccato references to the qana . It then asks what can 
tell what the qana is. However it does not define the qarVa. In¬ 
stead it speaks of the day in which the qana occurs as a day in 
which mountains are like fluffed tufts of wool and human beings 
like scattered moths—an image evocative of the inversion of 
strong and weak that is characteristic of the early revelations. 

The ending section of the Sura begins with a reference to the 
person whose mother is hawiya. This reference has a range of con- 
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notations, including the loss experienced by the mother, the exis¬ 
tential negation of the child whose mother has lost her child, and 
the more general sense of falling and abyss. Then the Qur’an asks 
what can tell us of the hawiya. The next verse says simply “raging 
fire.” There is a crucial ambiguity in syntax here between the two 
verses. Is raging fire something that can give us a glimpse of what 
the hawiya is? Or is the raging fire to be equated with the hawiya ? 
As explained below, the power of these images is heightened by the 
“sound figure” created around the Arabic expression ha. The 
sound ha can mean “her,” but it is a sound that occurs in inter¬ 
jections of sorrow and surprise. This sound is also the central 
sound figure in the Sura, culminating in its being part of the mys¬ 
terious term hawiya , a term that in some sense breaks apart under 
the stress of sound and meaning at this key moment in the text. 

The Calamity (The Qana) 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 
The qana 
What is the qana 
What can tell you of the qari'a 
A day humankind are like moths scattered 
And mountains are like fluffs of wool 
Whoever’s scales weigh heavy 
His is a life that is pleasing 
Whoever’s scales weigh light 
His mother is hawiya 
What can let you know what she is 
Raging fire. 

Most commentators and translators have explained away or 
covered over the ambiguity and simply equated the hawiya with 
fire. They have also changed the text to “ the fire,” interpolating 
into it a definite article that does not exist in the Qur’anic text it¬ 
self. They explain further that the word hawiya is simply a name 
for “the fire”; in other words, another name for hell. In the reduc¬ 
tion of the word hawiya to a synonym for hell, psychological com¬ 
plexity is lost. The reflection on the meaning of hawiya , the 
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resonances of a woman bereft of her child, an abyss, an infinite 
depth of desire, a falling into that depth, and, finally, the evoca¬ 
tive ambivalence of those meanings in relationship to raging 
fire, are all reduced to a monotonic threat of punishment. Little 
wonder that many readers seeing the text in English have focused 
upon the notion of threat for those who misbehave, a notion that 
is hardly original or distinctive, and have missed the deeper 
questioning, literary power, and psychological subtlety of such 
passages. 

The intimacy and awe evoked by early Meccan accounts of 
the day of reckoning are typical of all the Qur’anic passages that 
bring up the issue of spirit ( ruh ). In the Qur’an, spirit is associ¬ 
ated with tl^e^ jnaments: the creation of Adam through God’s 
breathing; the coming down of prophecy, as on the night of des¬ 
tiny and especially in the prophethood of Jesus and Muhammad; 
and, finally, the day of reckoning. These three moments are 
vxboundary moments, that is, moments in which time meets that 
which is beyond time. Insofar as they converge in a world beyond 
time, the three moments of spirit collapse into one another. 

My approach to the Qur’an presumes to make no judgment 
on the ultimate truth of these texts, which are among the more 
influential in human history. It engages them with the respect for 
literary and theological depth that a translator gains through re¬ 
peated efforts to recreate some sense of the original. In that spirit, 
this volume is meant for a varied audience: for those who have 
wished to know something about Islam and who have little back¬ 
ground in its history; for those who wish to study or teach the 
Qur’an in a classroom setting; and for Muslims who may find this 
version to capture some aspects of the text in a relevant way or who 
wish to share an approach to the Qur’an that is accessible with 
non-Muslim friends. My goal is to present in English some of the 
texture, tone, power, and subtlety of the Arabic text that is the 
Qur’an. 

In any translation, there is a loss and an effort to compensate 
for that loss. Some features in the original cannot be duplicated 
in the new language without artificiality. Thus, for example, there 
is no possibility of duplicating the end-rhymes in many Qur’anic 
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passages in an English idiom in which rhyming is far more difficult 
and would require forced and awkward syntax. I have attempted to 
find compensations through assonance, partial rhyme, and other 
features more natural to current English idiom. You will note in 
die translations a minimum of punctuation. Classical Arabic does 
not use punctuation. In addition, these early Qur’anic Suras are 
at their most compelling when the exact relationship of one state¬ 
ment to another hangs in a balance and, instead of freezing into 
some clearly definable meaning, continues to resonate and pose 
questions that only a lifetime of searching can answer. The Suras 
are rendered in such a way that each line beginning flush left is a 
new verse. Any indentation indicates that the indented line is part 
of the previous verse. In this way, the verses can be indicated less 
obtrusively (with numbers of 5,10,15, etc. in the margin) and the 
reader can easily calculate the verse number of any line. 

There are aspects of the Qur’an that elude translation and 
compensations, particularly those aspects focused on what I have 
called sound figures. In the facing commentaries and in the final 
chapters I discuss these aspects of Qur’anic language. In other 
works written in a more technical style, I have placed my under¬ 
standing of Qur’anic sound figures within the traditional world 
of Qur’anic scholarship. 12 While the translations and commen¬ 
tary I offer are grounded in traditional scholarship, they also rep¬ 
resent my personal understanding of the literary character of the 
Qur’an in areas (such as sound figures) that were not highlighted 
by Qur’anic commentators. 

The early Meccan passages draw the hearer into a world of el¬ 
emental transformations. Rather than limiting themselves to de¬ 
scribing a future event (promise and threat), these passages make 
present the event in question. At the key point in the text, the lan¬ 
guage opens up around a semantic abyss. The event takes on im¬ 
mediacy. It is this immediacy that accounts for such diverse 
reactions as the German scholar Noldeke’s, who describes the ef¬ 
fect of the Sura of the Calamity as making one feel “as if he saw 
with his own eyes,” and Fakhr ad-Din Razi’s, who speaks of the 
word qari ( a in that Sura as overpowering “our hearts with the 
sense of awe.” 13 
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The proclamatory aspects of the early Meccan passages, the 
strange vocabulary, the semantic gaps, and the cosmic perspective 
establish a distance between text and audience. However, within 
the elusive discourse of sound figures that distance is both 
enhanced and overcome. As the proclamatory surface of the text 
“breaks apart” into sound figures, clustered basic sound units and 
implied personifications, a new tone is heard: whisperings, 
inferences, highly personal intonations of emotion and gender. 
It is as if the speaker, the hearer, and the subject of discourse were 
intimately known to one another; awe and intimacy are brought 
together. 

Qur’anic reciters and commentators characterize the tone of 
the Qur’anic recitation as one of sadness (huzn). This is not a 
world-rejecting sadness. Indeed, the sadness Is at its most telling in 
those passages in which the world’s mystery and splendor are 
evoked. Yet there is a sense that somehow the splendor and mys¬ 
tery are too great for the human to encompass—or that the human 
heart has somehow forgotten it actually has the capacity to en¬ 
compass that splendor and mystery. At this moment of reminder, 
the text expresses not fear but the sadness that comes with a per¬ 
sonal realization of a loss that is part of the human condition. The 
day of reckoning contains the possibility that this loss will be over¬ 
come with a final reconciliation and sense of belonging, or that it 
will be revealed as permanent—and it brings into the present the 
reality of that moment of finality . 14 This combination of a sense of 
awe with interior whisperings of intimacy and sadness may help 
account for the broadness of appeal of the early Meccan Suras as 
well as their distinctiveness as a form of apocalyptic language . 15 
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Endnotes 

1. Such an approach is rejected by those who accept the Qur’anic 
assertions that it was revealed directly to Muhammad, just as the effort to 
show multiple authors and historical periods for the first five books of the 
Bible is rejected by those in Biblical tradition who adhere most strongly 
to the view that the entire Torah was revealed by God to Moses. For a 
popular overview of developments and controversies in this particular 
area of Qur’anic studies, see Toby Lester, “What is the Qur’an,” The At¬ 
lantic Monthly 23.1 (January, 1999), pp. 43~56. 

2. See Richard Bulliet, The Camel and the Wheel (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1976). The fact that Arabia, because of its oil 
deposits, has once again become vital to the world’s transportation sys¬ 
tem is an irony most dramatically illustrated by the bedouin who use 
four-wheel drive pick-up trucks to carry newly birthed camels and food 
for their camel herds. 

3. See Michael Sells, Desert Tracings: Six Classic Arabian Odes (Mid¬ 
dletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1989); Jaroslav Stetkevych, 
Muhammad and the Golden Bough (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1996); and Suzanne Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1993); see also Suzanne Stetkevych, Reori¬ 
entations: Arabic and Persian Poetry (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994). 

4. For recent work on Umm Kulthum, see Virginia Danielson, The 
Voice of Egypt: Umm Kulthum , Arabic Song , and Egyptian Society in the 
Twentieth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); and the 
film Umm Kulthum: A Voice Like Egypt (Waltham, MA: Filmmakers Col¬ 
laborative, 1996). 

5. Because the Islamic calendar is based on the lunar calendar, each 
Islamic year is shorter than the solar year and calculating the correspon¬ 
dence of Islamic calendars to the Common Era (c.e.) calendar requires 
a complex formula. When authors use both systems, they usually put 
the Islamic year first. Thus the famous mystic Ibn ‘Arabi is said to have 
died in the year 638/1240. The letter H (for Hijri) is sometimes used to in¬ 
dicate the Islamic year: 638H/1240 c.e. 

6. The quote from Carlyle is cited in Norman O. Brown, “The Apoc¬ 
alypse of Islam,” Social Text 3:8 (1983-84): 133-171, the same article in 
which Brown gives his defense of the nonlinear character of Qur’anic dis¬ 
course. 

7. Alternative translations could be as simple as “and” as in “and the 
dawn,” or as complex as “I swear by the dawn” or “I summon the dawn,” 
or even, in agreement with usage in Arabic poetry, “how many a dawn.” 
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8. These issues are described in more detail, with extended quotations 
from Islamic thinkers, in Michael Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism (New 
York: Paulist Press, Classics of Western Spirituality), 1996, pp. 304-320. 

9. The word Allah is a proper noun in Arabic, thought to be based 
upon the phrase “the god” ( al-ilah ). It is as if the definite article “the” had 
been partially squeezed into the word for deity. Considered as a proper 
name, it cannot, of course, be translated. But to render it Allah, in the 
context of a translation of the Qur'an, sets up a factor of alienation. For 
Muslims, the Allah of the Qur’an is the same God as the God of Abraham, 
Moses, and Jesus. Although in other contexts, it may be wise to keep the 
term Allah, or to vary between Allah and God, in this context it is vital not 
to set up a factor of alienation at the beginning. 

10. In addition to its arrangement by Suras, the Qur’an also is 
arranged by parts. Each part (juz ’) is the amount that should be recited in 
a day’s recitation. This arrangement is by volume of text. The last part of 
the Qur’an, called th ejuz’ ‘amma after its first two words, consists of 
Suras 78-114 .1 have presented here—in addition to The Opening and 
the key vision verses of Sura 53—Suras 84-114 in full and in sequence. Of 
them, Suras 98 and 110 (and 99, though this is more controversial) are 
considered to be of a later period, but I have left them in to show the con¬ 
trast with the later period and to give the full sequence of this section of 
the Qur’an. 

I present here what I think would make a good introduction to the 
Qur’an, without attempting to introduce the entire juz' ‘amma , the first 
Suras of which bring up issues that go beyond the boundaries of this 
volume. For an important interpretation and rendition of the entire ]uz 
'amma, see The Awesome News, Interpretation of]uz y \Amma—The Last 
Part of the Qur'an, second edition, by Dr. Mahmoud M. Ayoub (n.p.: 
World Islamic Call Society, second edition, 1997). 

11. The importance and usefulness of fear of punishment and desire 
for reward is a controversial issue in Islamic history. Some major the¬ 
ologians, such as Hasan al-Basri and al-Ghazali, believed that contem¬ 
plation of the terrors of punishment and the bliss of rewards were 
essential to refining the human conscience. On the other hand, the fa¬ 
mous mystic Rabi‘a denounced any activity done out of fear of divine 
punishment or desire for divine rewards. She is known for a story in 
which she was seen walking down the street with a vessel of water in one 
hand and a fire in the other. When asked what she was going to do with 
the water and fire, she stated that she would burn paradise with the fire 
and douse the flames of hell with the water, so that never again would 
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anyone act out of anything other than pure love of God. Both perspec¬ 
tives, of course, are steeped in the Qur’an. 

12. See Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism , pp. 103-110. 

13. M. Sells, “Sound, Spirit, and Gender in Surat al-Qadr ,” Journal of 
the American Oriental Society , 11.2 (September, 1990): 101-139; idem , 
“Sound and Meaning in Surat al-Qarfa,” Arabica , 40 (1993): 403-430; 
and idem , “A Literary Approach to the Hymnic Suras of the Qur’an,” in 
Issa Boullata, ed., Literary Structures of Religious Meaning in the Qur'an 
(London: Curzon Press), 2000. This volume is devoted to understanding 
and appreciating the literary aspects of the Qur’an. Approaching the 
Quran makes no attempt to adduce a catechism or doctrine of the 
Qur’an, nor does it claim any legal or religious authority or sponsorship. 

14. Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi, at-Tafsir al-Kabtr (The Great Commen¬ 
tary ), vol. 32 (Cairo: Itizam ‘Abd ar-Rahman Muhammad, n.d.), p. 71. 

13. Huzn is acknowledged by Qur’anic reciters as a major element in 
the recitation, and classical writers refer to it anecdotally. At times it is re¬ 
duced to a subservient category to threat. I view the quality of sadness not 
as an aspect of threat but as an emotion evoked at the moment that threat 
opens up onto more complex emotive possibilities through the transfor¬ 
mation of semantic and temporal categories—when the sense of loss is 
experienced in the present rather than as a threat of future punishment. 

16. The early Meccan Suras, such as the Sura of the Qana may well 
share apocalyptic elements, common themes, images, and even vocabu¬ 
lary with other literatures or traditions. But the literary effect is due to the 
specific employment within the Sura of a complex set of interpermeat¬ 
ing discursive modes. In calling this style distinctive, I am not suggesting 
it is unique. Such a claim would demand detailed comparative analysis 
with all the relevant apocalyptic material that has survived and all that 
may have been lost. 
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The first chapter of the Qur’an, 
Surat al-Fatiha, The Opening. 
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Annotated Glossary 
of Key Concepts 


Day of Reckoning {yawm ad-din ). This is the primary subject of 
the early Meccan Suras. The word translated here as reckoning 
{din) is related to a number of terms for borrowing and payment 
of debt, as well as to terms for religion and faith. The word for 
day {yawm) also can be a more general term for any length of time 
or a moment in time. The term has been translated as “day of judg¬ 
ment” and “day of accounting.” But it also has an implication sim¬ 
ilar to the “moment of truth”—that is, a time of indeterminate 
duration in which each soul will encounter the fundamental real¬ 
ity that normal consciousness masks. At that moment each per¬ 
son will know what he or she has given and held back, and every 
“mote’s weight” of kindness or meanness will take on its status as 
one’s true self and destiny in a moment of revelation and finality. 
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Deniers, Those in Denial, Those Who Call It (the day of reckon¬ 
ing) a Lie ( al-mukadhdhibun ). Those who repeatedly reject pro¬ 
phetic messages, in particular the message of the day of reckoning, 
are those who put themselves outside the possibility of just rela¬ 
tions among humans or between the human and the divine. The 
word for unbelievers ( kafirim ) has connotations both of conceal¬ 
ing and of ingratitude. The unbelievers are depicted as active de¬ 
niers ( mukadhdhibun ) who are not content with refusing to assent 
to certain Qur’anic understandings, but who actively persecute 
those who do. 

Generous Hero ( karim ). Heroic generosity was the centerpiece of 
pre-Islamic Arabian tribal values. The generous hero (karim) was 
one who would spend his fortune and sacrifice his camel mare (the 
most important possession and a symbol of himself) to feed oth¬ 
ers. He would give his life in battle. He would, in hyperbolic dis¬ 
play, spend a fortune on a night of revelry with his friends. By 
contrast, hoarding (of one’s wealth or one’s life) was the funda¬ 
mental mark of ignobility. 

In the Qur’an, the central place of generosity is affirmed. On 
the day of reckoning, people will be asked what they have given 
and what they have held back, but the context of the generosity has 
shifted. Tribal warfare was outlawed. The pre-Islamic camel sac¬ 
rifice yielded to the great sacrifice in honor of Abraham (intro¬ 
duced in later sections of the Qur’an). And the hyperbolic display 
of generosity was transformed into a socially mandated offering 
for those in society who are in need: in particular, the orphan, the 
widow, those lacking strong kin connections, and the traveler. The 
Qur’an turns the pre-Islamic satire against the greedy and ungen¬ 
erous into a more existential critique, asking mordantly if those 
who consume their lives acquiring things think that their posses¬ 
sions will make them immortal (Sura 104). 

Yet this human generosity is seen only as a proper response 
of human beings in sharing what has been given to them by the 
only true karim in Qur’anic thought: Allah or God. “Karim” is one 
of the principle “names of God” in the Qur’an and, because Mus¬ 
lims frequently take as their given name one of the names of God, 
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Karim and ‘Abd al-Karim (Servant of the Generous) have become 
popular names in Islamic societies. 

Faith ( iman ). The word translated as “faith,” iman , means more 
than assent to certain beliefs. It entails an active witness, as mani¬ 
fested in performing just works, carrying out the ritual prayer, and 
giving the pure offering ( zakat )—often in the face of adversity, 
mockery, persecution, and other difficulties. For this reason, I have 
used the English term “keep the faith” rather than the more ab¬ 
stract and passive “believe” for the many verbal expressions refer¬ 
ring to “those who keep the faith” ( amanu ). The word also carries 
connotations of safety, trust, and peace. 

Humankind, Human Being Person, Someone ( insan ). The word 
insan refers to humankind in general, but also, in many instances, 
to any person, someone, or anyone. In the the translations below, 
when words like “anyone” or “someone” are used, they carry also 
the connotation of humankind, and when words for humankind 
are used, they can also be the more specific reference to any person 
as a representative of humankind. Insan is gender non-specific, but 
has traditionally been translated into English as “man” or “man¬ 
kind,” in accordance with traditional English language use of the 
word “man” in an intended gender non-specific sense. However, 
because the etymology and flavor of a word has a power beyond 
the intention of a human author or translator, to declare the Eng¬ 
lish word “man” gender non-specific is not enough to overcome 
the set of associations (manhood, manly, be a man) that its use will 
invoke, at least subliminally. In order to preserve the intricate gen¬ 
der balance within the Qur’an, I have translated insan in gender 
non-specific terms throughout. 

Jinn, Genies (sing, jinni, pi .jinn). The Qur’an addresses itself to 
two species of sentient and rational beings: humankind and jinn. 
Th ejinn —semi-spirit beings translated in English as “genies”—are 
affirmed by the Qur’an as a fundamental aspect of the created 
world. In pre-Islamic Arabia, the jinn were associated with love, 
madness, and poetic inspiration. They could appear to the desert 
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traveler in a variety of forms, lure him off the path, and destroy 
him. The power of the jinn is immense, but they are neither pure 
light like the angels nor pure evil; indeed, the Qur’an presents the 
jinn, like humans, as embracing or refusing Islam. One species of 
jinn was known as the satans ( shaytans ). This figure is believed to 
have been transformed into a more purely malevolent being in 
Arabic folk culture and is associated in the Qur’an with the fallen 
heavenly being known as Iblls. 

Just Deeds ( salihdt ). These constitute one of the major ethical in¬ 
junctions of the early Meccan Suras, the other being keeping the 
faith. Several clear examples are given of carrying out just acts: 
feeding the poor, sheltering the homeless, protecting the orphan, 
defending the infant female child from infanticide, and urging oth¬ 
ers to join together to carry out such acts. The Qur’anic emphasis 
on just acts is repeatedly tied to ultimate questions of the mean¬ 
ing and justice of life itself as exemplified in the final reckoning or 
moment of truth. 

Mindfulness ( taqwa ). The Qur’anic term taqwa derives from an 
Arabic root meaning “to shield oneself.” It refers to conscious¬ 
ness of the divine, along with alert concern to avoid the egoism, in¬ 
justice, and forgetfulness to which humankind is prone. The term 
has sometimes been translated as “fear of the lord,” but the stress 
in the early Meccan Suras is less on fear than on vigilance. Later 
moral philosophers in Islam, such as Muhasibi, analyzed the sub¬ 
tlety and insidiousness of egoism in profound psychological de¬ 
tail as a way of explaining and exploring the Qur’anic emphasis 
on mindfulness. 

Patience ( sabr ). The voice of the Qur’an continually evokes the 
need for patience. The prophet needs patience in the face of rejec¬ 
tion of his message. Human beings need patience in the face of per¬ 
secution or obstruction in their effort to “keep the faith and work 
justice.” The deity exercises patience in allowing those who are 
unjust to prosper for a time. The Qur’an assures those who are suf¬ 
fering hardship that “after every hard time there is an easing.” 
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Prayer (salat). The ritual prayer or salat enjoined in the early Mec¬ 
can Suras is based on sujud , in which a person first bows, then 
kneels, then touches the head to the ground in worship. A series 
of such movements is called a rak ( a. Later Qur’anic passages de¬ 
fined more specifically the ritual prayer, set the number of obser¬ 
vances at five times per day, and fixed the orientation of the prayer 
toward the Ka‘ba. The prayer is a form of remembrance that en¬ 
compasses spirit, mind, and body. It is meant to break into normal 
human preoccupations and reorient a person to matters of ulti¬ 
mate concern. Islam includes other forms of prayer (petitions, 
intimate conversations with the deity), but when the term prayer 
is used in the Qur’an, it almost always refers to the ritual prayer 
of salat. 

Muslims have explained the sense of peace and tranquility 
gained by performing the prayer in a variety of ways: comparing 
the movements to Yogic positions, the physical position to that of 
an infant in the womb, and touching the ground to an act of hu¬ 
mility and an acknowledgment that the human is part of the world 
of creation. 

Pure Offering ( zakdt ). In addition to keeping the faith, carrying 
out just deeds, and performing the ritual prayer, the early Meccan 
Suras command the zakdt. The etymology of zakdt is associated 
primarily with purity, and secondarily with flourishing or growth. 
In giving a share of one’s property, in an organized fashion (rather 
than in a tribal feast) to those in need, a person purifies both self 
and property. The concept of zakdt was defined further in later 
Qur’anic revelations and became one of the five pillars of Islamic 
life, institutionalized as a form of tithing obligatory on all Mus¬ 
lims. Note that when the words for prayer and offering, said and 
zaka , stand independently, they are pronounced without a final 
“t”, but when it is used with a following word, the “t” is frequently 
added. However, because it has become standard in English works 
to keep the “t”, I have followed that precedent and hereafter use 
the “t” in referring to both terms. 


39 


Approaching the Qur'an 


Remembrance ( dhikr ). This is one of the core concepts of the 
Qur’an and of Islamic civilization. Remembrance of the beloved 
formed the first section of the classical Arabic ode, the major form 
of expression in pre-Islamic Arabia. In the Qur’an, dhikr is both 
reminder and remembrance. The Qur’an refers to itself as a remin¬ 
der to humankind. Islamic rituals, such as the obligatory prayer, 
are forms of reminder. The recitation of the Qur’an and Qur’anic 
calligraphy are sensibly embodied forms of reminder. In Islamic 
mysticism (Sufism), dhikr as both remembrance and reminder 
centers as well on meditative practices, including breathing, recit¬ 
ing over and over certain phrases (called dhikrs ), and sometimes 
dance-like movements. 

According to the Qur’an the human being is born not sinful, 
but forgetful, caught up in cycles of acquisition and competition 
that obscure matters of ultimate concern, matters represented 
and condensed in an ultimate way in the day of reckoning or mo¬ 
ment of truth. 
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The Opening 


In the name of God 

the Compassionate the Caring 
Praise be to God 


lord sustainer of the worlds ' - ' l 
the Compassionate the Caring 



master of the day of reckoning 


To you we turn to worship 


and to you we turn in time of need 
Guide us along the road straight 
the road of those to whom you are giving 
not those with anger upon them 
not those who have lost the way 


42 








Commentary 


BECAUSE OF ITS ELOQUENT STATEMENT of devotion and the 
manner in which it pervades religious life, The Opening has 
been called the I slamic equivalent of the Lord's Prayer in 
Christianity. 

The word translated “op ening,” fatiha , means the open¬ 
ing in the sense of the opening of a chapter or a story. Un¬ 
like the other early hymnic Suras, The Opening occurs not 
at the end of the Qur’anic written text, but at the very be¬ 
ginning. It is the most recited of all Quranic Suras, not only 
in prayers and liturgy, but also in everyday life. After business 
transactions, for example, The Opening is recited by both 
parties as a mark of good faith and a solemn affirmation of 
the responsibilities affirmed by each partner. 

The Opening is the only Sura in which the phrase “In the 
Name of God the Compassionate the Caring” does not occur 
before the Sura, but is actually considered part of the Sura 
itself. Just as that phrase is woven into the pattern of simple 
activities as a form of reminder so “Praise be to God” ( al - 
hamdu li llah) has become part of everyday speech. It is used 
after any good news or any praise, and as a response to the 
greeting “How are you?” 1 ^ * 

The two qualifications of God are “lord of the worlds” 
(the creator deity) and “master of the day of reckoning” (the 
deity who brings finality to all acts and all lives). The re¬ 
sponse for those hearing or reciting The Opening is to turn 
toward God in worship and for refuge. 

The “the road straight” frequently is translated as “the 
straight path.” The term rendered here as road, sir at, would 
have connoted something grand to the inhabitants of the 
Arabian peninsula. There are many words in Arabic for 
paths; the Arabs of Muhammad's time traveled through the 
desert on barely discernible paths. By contrast, the word sirat 
means a paved road, such as the roads of the Romans which 
the Arabian travelers might come across in their journeys. 
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53:1-18 

The Star 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 
By the star as it falls 

Your companion has not lost his way nor is he 
deluded 

He does not speak out of desire 
This is a revelation 

5 taught him by one of great power 

and strength that stretched out over 
while on the highest horizon— 
then drew near and came down 
two bows’ lengths or nearer 
10 He revealed to his servant what he revealed 
The heart did noi jie in what i t saw 
Will you then dispute with him his vision? 

He saw it descending another time 
at the lote tree of the furthest limit 
15 There was the garden of sanctuary 

when something came down over the 
lote tree, enfolding 

His gaze did not turn aside nor go too far 
He had seen the signs of his lord, great signs 
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Commentary 


The FIRST EIGHTEEN VERSES of The Star are considered 
among the earliest revelations of the Qur'an and are the most 
explici t re ference To MuhammadTspropheticvision. The 
Sura begins (1-12) with the divine voice swearing by the 
falling star that “your companion” has not gone mad or lost 
^his way. “Your companion” is interpreted as Muhammad. 
His vision is also called a revelation (wahy) and is explicitly 
said to be rooted not in desire ( hawa ), which the Qur'an as¬ 
sociates with the inspiration of the poets (Sura 26). The ob¬ 
ject of vision is never actually described. Instead, the text 
evokes the process of vision by tracing a movement along the 
highest horizon and then a descent and drawing near to the 
distance of “two bows' lengths.” The passage ends with an af¬ 
firmation of the validity of the vision: The heart of the 
prophet “did not lie in what he saw.”TKis affirmation be¬ 
comes a proof text for the claim among many mystics and 
philosophers that the locus of spiritual vision and mystical 
knowledge is the heart. 

In a second passage (13-18), the divine voice, referring 
to Muhammad again in the third person, describes another 
vision (“He saw it descending another time”). Here, “the lote 
tree of the furthest limit” is placed in or near the enigmatic 
“garden of sanctuary.” We are told almost nothing about 
the tree, except that something came upon it in an envelop¬ 
ing manner. Of key importance is the “gaze” of the prophet, 
which does not “turn aside” or “go too far.” This one verse 
became the paradigm for Islamic reflection on the proper 
state in c ontem plation. As in many e vocative passages in the 
Qur'an, what is left unsaid is as important as what is said. 
Here, the power of the vision is evoked through a depiction 
of the gaze of the viewer, but the vision itself is never de¬ 
scribed in detail or given fixed form in a way that limits 
thought or imagination. 

(Continued on page 47) 
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The Ka‘aba, the spiritual axis of the Muslim world, 
at the center of the Sacred Mosque in Mecca. Pilgrims 
circle the Ka‘ba as part of the pilgrimage rites. 
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Commentary 


When the Qur’an states “He saw it descending another 
time,” the antecedent of the pronoun ( hu , it/him) is un¬ 
stated, and thus the referent of the “it” is not determinable 
from the passage. The identity of the referent became a mat¬ 
ter of controversy, with the debate centering upon whether 
^ or not the deity can be seen in this world. Those for whom 
the vision of God can only occur in the afterlife tend to in¬ 
terpret the it/he as referring to the messenger-angel Gabriel. 
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The Overturning 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

When the sun is overturned 
When the stars fall away 
When the mountains are moved 
When the ten-month pregnant camels 
are abandoned 

5 When the beasts of the wild are herded together 

When the seas are boiled over 
When the souls are coupled 
When the girl-child buried alive 
is asked what she did to deserve murder 
i 10 When the pages are folded out 
When the sky is flayed open 
When Jahim is set ablaze 
When the garden is brought near 
Then a soul will know what it has prepared 
15 I swear by the stars that slide, 

stars streaming, stars that sweep along the sky 
By the night as it slips away 
By the morning when the fragrant air breathes 
This is the word of a messenger ennobled, 

20 empowered, ordained before the lord of the throne, 
holding sway there, keeping trust 
Your friend has not gone mad 
He saw him on the horizon clear 
He does not hoard for himself the unseen 

(Continued on page 50) 
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Commentary 


This Sura OFFERS a COSMIC UNVEILING. The sky, the seas, 
the mountains, the normal order of life are pulled away, and 
the deepest secret within is revealed. 

The English word apocalypse is derived from the Greek 
word for unveilingrT n The Overturning, one mark of the 
apocalypse will be the question addressed to y oung g irls who^ 
were buried alive. In ancient bedouin society, male children 
were valued more than female children. A female child could 
become a financial burden, and the family’s honor was al¬ 
ways vulnerable to attacks on her honor. As in other cultures, 
the disparity in social value led to practices such as infanti¬ 
cide. By placing the condemnation of this practice within 
the series of apocalyptic flashes, The Overturning makes it 
the epitome of human wrongdoing. The recompense for 
such extreme evil is called Jahim , one of several enigmatic 
terms the Qur’an uses in connection with the final reckoning 
(for further discussion of Jahim , see Sura 83 and the accom¬ 
panying commentary on it). 

After twelve verses marking the overturning, the Sura 
states that at that time each soul will know what it has pre¬ 
pared. By showing the ephemerality of what seems secure, 
the verses on cosmic unveiling attempt to reach that place 
within the self that is vulnerable before questions concerning 
ultimate value and reality. After a series of oaths, the Sura 
refers back to the key vision verses of Sura 53, the vision seen 
at the furthest limit: 

Your friend has not gone mad 

He saw him on the horizon clear 

He does not hoard for himself the unseen 

The word for “mad” ( majnun ) literally means possessed 
by the jinn (genies), who at the time of Muhammad were 

(Continued on page 51) 
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Commentary 


associated with amorous love, madness, and poetic inspira¬ 
tion. Thus the Qur’an is stating not only that Muhammad is 
not insane, but also that he is not a poet, inspired and pos¬ 
sessed!^ jinn ' Nor is he inspirecTby "a satan ."" Satans were 
considered a species of jinn and the Qur’an refers to “sa¬ 
tans” or “the satan” as sources of empty ideas and egoistic 
inclinations. As in Sura 53 the object of the vision is unspec¬ 
ified. If the pronoun were translated as “him” rather than 
“it,” the vision would refer to the angel Gabriel who brought 
to Muhammad the message of the Qur’an. 

JEhe Sura ends with the statement that it is a reminder 
(dhi]o>jf do all beings, and with the question, “Where are you 
going?” This reminder occurs after the language of the Sura 
has challenged established patterns of human endeavor and 
human aspiration. The cosmos itself has been presented as a 
kind of veil, and its merely apparent solidity has been shown 
at a moment when that veil is torn away. The night sky and 
the morning air (cool, fresh, and fragrant in the desert) have 
been evoked as signs of a deeper reality. Only after this vision 
of cosmic unveiling and appeal to the signs of nature is the 
question about the direction of life posed. 
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The Tearing 


In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 


When the sky is torn 
When the stars are scattered 
When the seas are poured forth 
When the tombs are burst open 
5 Then a soul will know what it has given 

and what it has held back 
Oh, O human being 

what has deceived you about your generous 
lord 

who created you and shaped you and made 
you right 

In whatever form he willed for you, set you 

But no. Rather. You deny the reckoning 
10 that over you they are keeping watch 
ennobled beings, writing down 
knowing what it is you do 

The pure of heart will be in bliss 
The hard of heart will be in blazing fire 
15 the day of reckoning, burning there— 
they will not evade that day 




What can tell you of the day of reckoning 
Again, what can tell you of the day of reckoning 
A day no soul has a say for another 
and the decision is at that time 


with 


th C^od 
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Commentary 


The Tearing BEGINS WITH another apocalyptic vision . The 
first four verses in Arabic are composed in a staccato rhyttpn 
with strong alliteration . The fifth and sixth verses are com¬ 
posed in measured cadences filled with long vowel sounds, 
offering a contemplative contrast to the tension and harsh¬ 
ness of the first four verses: 

When the sky is torn 
When the stars are scattered 
When the seas are poured forth 
When the tombs are burst open 
Then a soul will know what it has given 
and what it has held back 

Oh, O human being what has deceived you about your 
generous lord 

Each soul is asked what it has given and what it has held 
back, that is, what acts of generosity and justice has it car¬ 
ried out or neglected? The question occurs within a n onto¬ 
logi cal rev ersal. The solidities of life, the sky, the stars, the 
seas, even the reality of death exemplified in the tombs are re¬ 
vealed to be ephemeral. Those acts that might seem small or 
passing, what the Qur’an calls later “a mote’s weight good 
or a mote’s weight wrong” (Sura 99), are revealed as having 
true reality. 

The ques tion is posed to the human b eing (insdn). The 
Arabic word insdn, used for the human being or humanity, is 
never gender-specific. Translations that use the word “man” 
evoke a series of male gender constructions that alter the gen¬ 
der balance in the text. But the Qur’anic questions are always 
addressed to insan, to man and woman alike. The reference 
to your generous lord (rabbika al-karim ) reinforces the ear¬ 
lier allusion to generosity as the matrix of ethnic value. 

(Continued on page 55J 
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Three calligraphy styles presenting the phrase 
hi smi Allah ar-Rahman ar-Rahim 
(In the name of God the Compassionate the Caring), 
which precedes each sura of the Qur’an. 
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Commentary 


The end of the Sura poses the question,“what can tell 
you of the day of reckoning?” Throughout the early Meccan 
Suras, the phrase translated as “what can tell you of,” or 
“what can tell you what” (ma adraka ma) marks a term that 
is new or obscure to the original audience. The phrase indi¬ 
cates a momen t of mystery. The question often is only par¬ 
tially answered, only to be posed anew in another Sura, with 
another partial answer or hint. Here the Sura speaks about 
this day of reckoning as a day when no soul can help any 
otherlEach individual will answer for what he or she has 
done. In Arabian tribal society, crimes were viewed as com¬ 
munal rather than individual, and were atoned for by the 
family of the perpetrator through a payment or the giving of 
a hostage other than the perpetrator. The Qur’anic notion 
of an e xistent ial and unavoidable i ndividual-accountability 
was particularly threatening to the tribal rules of blood feud 
and family responsibility. 
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The Cheats 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 
Cursed are the cheats 

who when their portion is measured among people 
take their full share 

who when they measure the share of others, 
are frauds 

Do they think they will not be raised again 

5 for a momentous day 

a day humankind will stand before the lord 
of all beings 

But no. The book of the false hearted is in Sijjin 
What can tell you of Sijjin? 

A book inscribed 

10 Cursed are those who call it all a lie 
who deny the day of reckoning 
Who would deny it 

but the oppressor hard in wrong? 

When our signs are recited to him, he says 
fables of the ancients 

But No. Rather. Rust on their hearts 
is what they acquire 

15 No. On that day they will be veiled from their 
lord 

They will burn in Jahim and its fire 

Then they will be told here is what you called a lie 

(Continued on page 58) 
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Commentary 


Rather THAN an EVOCATION of the day of reckoning, The 
Cheats envisions the ultimate destiny of those who spend 
their lives cheating and hoarding and those who are giving 
and accept the reality of the day of reckoning. 

The descriptions are consonant with the world of sev¬ 
enth-century bedouin Arabia. The punishment is fixed as the 
Jahlm, a term that means fire or raging fire that was devel¬ 
oped by later Islamic commentaries and integrated into elab¬ 
orate visions of hell that circulated the Mediterranean world 
in late antiquity. But in the Qur’an, the discussions of the 
afterlife tend to be brief references, often with rare terms 
such as Jahim. Here, because it is within a context of other 
proper names such as Tlliyyln, I have treated the word Jahlm 
as a proper name as well. Much of the effect of the early Mec¬ 
can Suras is due to what is not said, to the way in which a 
promise or warning is given but not fixed into a temporally 
or spatially located heaven or hell. The result is an openness 
as to what the warning or promise actually means—an open¬ 
ness that invites each hearer or reader to meditate upon that 
moment in which his or her life, in its true perspective of acts 
of justice or injustice, generosity or meanness, is unfolded. 

The promised reward is located in Tlliyyln. The phrase 
“And what can tell you of Tlliyyln” immediately marks the 
word as one that would have been mysterious to the original 
audience. The description is one of the royal banquet. In 
bedouin Arabia, people sat (and still sit) on cushions on the 
ground. Thus, the raised couch was associated with the au¬ 
gust splendor of the Roman feast. Descriptions of great wines 
also were common in pre-Islamic poetry and many pre-Is- 
lamic poems became famous for their depictions of rare 
wines imported from distant places of ancient vintage. The 
Quran, which in later passages bans wine, was to make of the 
heavenly wine mixed with the purest spring water (an image 

(Continued on page 59) 
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But no. The innocent will be in ‘Illiyym 
What can tell you of ‘Illiyym? 

20 A book inscribed 

witnessed by those who are brought near 
Oh the pure of heart will rejoice 
on raised couches, gazing 
On their faces see the radiance of joy 
25 They will be given to drink a sealed, pure wine 
Its seal is musk—for that let those who 
aspire, aspire— 

blended with the water of Tasmm 
From that spring, only those brought close 
will drink 

The abusers would laugh at those who kept 
the faith 

30 winking to one another as they passed by 
When they returned to their people 
they returned mocking 
and when they saw them they said 
those people have gone astray 
and they were not appointed their keepers 

But on that day those who kept the faith 
at those who denied it will laugh 
35 On couches, gazing 

Were the deniers rewarded 
for what they achieved? 
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Commentary 


of unbearable beauty to the desert inhabitant) a key symbol 
of the paradise to come. 

The end of the Sura shows the beginning of the bitter¬ 
ness between the young Muslim community—at first 
mocked and humiliated, then persecuted—and those in 
Mecca who rejected the messenger Muhammad and laughed 
at his message. As with many of the gospel parables of Jesus, 
the rejection of the message is met not with a command to 
fight back but with the warning that, in the final moment, it 
will be the mockers who will be mocked and the persecutors 
who will feel the pain. 
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The Splitting 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

When the heaven splits 
attentive to the lord and made true 
When the earth is unfolded 
and pours forth what is in it and is emptied 
5 attentive to the lord and made true 

O human being 

toward your lord you are toiling, weary 
You will find him 

Whoever is given the book on his right 
will be given an easy accounting 
returning to his people in joy 
10 Whoever is given the book behind his back 
will call out destruction 
and will be swallowed in fire 
He was the one happy among his friends 
thinking he would always be 

15 But no. Rather. His lord could see into him. 

I swear by the glow of sunset 
By the night and what it enfolds 
By the moon when she is full 
Horizon on horizon you will rise 
20 And what is with them that they do not believe? 
and when the Qur’an is recited for them 
do not touch their heads to the ground 
in prayer 

(Continued on page 62) 
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Commentary 


The UNVEILING OR APOCALYPSE in this Sura is both cosmic 
(the heaven opening up) and earth-based (the earth pour¬ 
ing forth and emptying). As such, the Sura resonates both 
with other cosmic apocalypses (Sura 82) and with the famous 
Sura of The Quaking (Sura 101) in which the earth also opens 
up to reveal its secrets. When the heaven is split and the earth 
unfolded, they are said to be attentive to their lord and made 
true ( huqqat ). The expression translated here as “made true” 
is mysterious, and commentators have offered a variety of in¬ 
terpretations. The strongest interpretation, I believe, is that 
the heaven and earth are rectified during the day of reckon¬ 
ing and made attentive to the deeper reality intimated by the 
revelation—as if the heaven and earth carried the burden of 
the human condition. 

The central section offers a new set of lyrical oaths (“by 
the glow of sunset, by the night and what it enfolds, by the 
moon when she is full”), followed by an assurance of unlim¬ 
ited possibility (“[through] horizon on horizon you will 
rise”). The term translated here as horizon, tabaqa , can mean 
any variety of station, stage, or plane. In English, the use of 
horizon in such figures of speech as “horizons of meaning” 
fits the tone and tenor of this passage most clearly. 

The Sura ends with an ironic comment on those who 
reject the Qur’anic message of the final accounting. The 
prophet is told to “bring them good news of a punishing 
pain.” The refusal to accept the final reckoning or accounting 
is portrayed throughout the early Meccan Suras as the fun¬ 
damental obstacle to the fulfillment of any human being. It is 
the acceptance of a final accounting—of an ultimate and 
complete accountability for every act—that is the necessary 
precondition for the just life. In order to accept such ac¬ 
countability, the human needs to be constantly reminded 
and to accept the reminder. 

(Continued on page 63) 
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But no, the unbelievers call it a lie 
God knows what they hide 
Bring them good news of a punishing pain 
25 except those who keep the faith and work justice 
Theirs is a recompense unending 
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Commentary 


The revelations and reminders of the final accounting 
are the “good news.” For those who repeatedly reject such 
good news, the divine voice suggests, with irony, that the 
prophet bear to them the “good news” of destruction. In 
contrast, those who keep the faith and carry out works of jus¬ 
tice ( salihat ) will receive news of a “recompense unending.” 
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The Heavenly Mansions 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the sky with its mansions 

By the appointed day 

By the witness and what is witnessed 

Death to the lords of the pit 
5 and its stoked fire 

as they took their positions above it there 
What they did to the faithful 
they are the witness to it 
What did they condemn them for— 

keeping faith in God almighty, worthy 
of all praise 

master of the heavens and earth? 

To all things God is witness 
10 As for those who put to the trial 

the men of faith and the women of faith 
remorseless for the wrong they did— 
for them is the pain of Jahannam and the 
pain of the burning 

And as for those who kept the faith and worked 
justice—for them are gardens with rivers 
flowing underground 
That is the triumph supreme 


(Continued on page 66) 
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In THE NIGHT SKY OF THE DESERT, without lights, trees, or 
clouds to obscure them, the stars take on an overwhelming 
presence. The stars were guides for the bedouin who used 
them to navigate the trackless desert. They were also signs for 
both bedouin and agriculturists as they looked to the stars 
as portents of life-giving rain. The stars were organized into 
various systems of constellations, predictions, and foretelling 
the weather; one system was based on the “heavenly man¬ 
sions” ( buruj ) of the Zodiac. 

The reference to a people who guarded a ditch and fire, 
persecuted those who kept the faith, and refused to admit 
their wrong is obscure. Some commentators relate it to a bat¬ 
tle between the South Yemenite Jewish king Dhu Nuwas and 
the Christian empire, in which the right believers were 
j thrown into a fiery ditch. Others suggest it may be a reference 
to the afterlife. But whatever the specific allusion, the gen¬ 
eral message is the same: those who cause harm and then 
refuse to admit their wrong and atone for it will, on the “day 
of awe,” face defeat. They will face burning and Jahannam, a 
1 term for final punishment that is cognate to the Biblical 
Gehenna and related to the Qur’anic Jahlm. Those who keep 
the faith and carry out just works will find themselves re¬ 
warded with gardens with rivers flowing underground. 

The imagery is clearly based on the life of the inhabitants 
of Arabia, where gardens were found in oases fed by under¬ 
ground rivers. At the center of an oasis is the spring where 
the underground river opens out and flows over, a symbol 
for life and peace in the desert. To anyone who has ever 
walked into an oasis from the desert, the reference is clear. To 
those who have not it must be imagined: after insufferable 
heat, dust, and glare, the air suddenly becomes fragrant with 
blossoms and fruit. The sounds of birds and the rippling of 
streams replace the howl and lash of wind-whipped sand. 

(Continued on page 6y) 
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Unendurable is the fury of your lord 
It is he who brings the beginning and brings 
the return 

He is the all-forgiving, the one who holds dear 
15 lord of the throne of glory 

who brings to pass whatever he wills 

Have you heard about the armies marching— 
Pharaoh and Thamud? 

But no. In denial are those who reject the faith 
20 with God behind them, enfolding all 
This is a glorious Qur’an, surely 
On a tablet well preserved 
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A sense of intimacy and peace is overwhelming. The 
glare and bleached-out environs give way to the deep, velvet 
red of pomegranate blossoms, the richness of grapes on the 
arbor, the majestic stands of date palms. And, of course, the 
temperature drops from the inhuman burning of the desert 
; to what seem like never-ending waves of coolness. The en- 
; tire experience of entering the oasis would have been evoked 
for an inhabitant of Arabia by the phrase “waters flowing un¬ 
derground.” 

The Sura ends with references to Pharaoh and the tribe 
of Thamud, two symbols of the arrogance of power, of those 
who thought their power was invulnerable, and yet whose 
power passed away. They did not realize, in their denial of 
God, that God is ever present and surrounding them even 
in their denial. The final verse states that the Qur’an is on a 
well preserved tablet ( lawh )—a statement that has led to 
much discussion on the nature of such a tablet. The Qur’an is 
preserved in the divine mind or in some kind of primordial 
form. But how it is preserved on this primordial tablet be¬ 
came a major topic of discussion among philosophers, the¬ 
ologians, and mystics in the later centuries of Islam. 
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The Night-Traveling Star 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the night-traveling star 
What can tell you of the night-traveling star? 
The star that pierces 
For every soul there is a guardian 
5 Let the human being contemplate his creation 

creation from a fluid gushing 
between loins and ribs 
He is able to bring him back again 
on a day the deepest secrets will be opened 
10 when a person will have no power of his own 
and no protector 

By the sky that thunders 
By the earth that splits 
This is a word once and for all 
not meant lightly 

15 Cunningly they plot their design 
With cunning I plot mine 
Give those who deny a little time 
Give them a little time 
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Inhabitants of ancient Arabia contemplating the night 
sky often compared their watching of the stars as they faded 
over the horizon to a shepherd or herdsman tending his flock 
as it moved to and back from pasture. In pre-Islamic poetry, 
the “tending of the stars” became a major motive of night 
contemplation and meditation over lost loves, dangers of 
the journey, and human destiny. 

The night traveler ( tariq ) appeared frequently in pre-Is- 
lamic poetry. Much travel took place at night, when the 
weather was less severe and the stars served as guides. The ar¬ 
rival of one who traveled by night was a moment of mystery, 
anticipation, and danger. It could bring trouble. It could 
bring news of friends and loved ones. The star that was given 
the epithet “the night-traveler” ( at-Tariq ) was probably 
Venus, the star that traveled through the night to make her 
arrival in the morning. 

The Sura ends with a reference to those who plot designs 
( kayd ) against the deity, and the divine pronouncement that 
the deity plots with cunning in turn. The notion of a contest 
between the cunning of the prophets and their deity versus 
the cunning of the idolators and their magic appears in 
Qur’anic stories of Moses and the Pharaoh, of Abraham and 
the idolaters, and of Joseph and the women who tried to se¬ 
duce him. 

The idea of the deity exercising cunning was seized upon 
by missionaries who attempted to show the alleged crudity of 
the Islamic God. It is actually developed with richness and 
suppleness throughout the Qur’an and is an essential aspect 
of the Qur’anic meditation on the fact that those who do 
wrong and cause harm often prosper in this world, and those 
who are most giving and caring often suffer. Here the Qur’an 
suggests that the unbelievers are allowed “a little time” in 
which to enjoy their success. In moral terms, this delay is 

(Continued on page 71) 
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The shahada or testimony of faith (la ildha ilia lldh 
muhammadan rasulu lldh , there is no God but God, 
and Muhammad is the messenger of God) 
inscribed above a doorway. 
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seen as the ultimate trial. It is through the inability to recog¬ 
nize one’s own mortality that one is led to a life of harming 
others. In theological terms, the notion of a divine cunning 
or design is essential to the issue known as theodicy, that is, 
the attempt to reconcile an all powerful, all benevolent deity 
with the prosperity of the unjust and the suffering of the in¬ 
nocent. 
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87 

The Most High 

the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 


Holy be the name of your lord most high 

Who created then gave form 

Who determined then gave guidance 

Who made the meadow pasture grow 

then turned it to a darkened flood-swept remnant 

We will make you recite. You will not forget 
except what the will of God allows 
He knows what is declared 
and what lies hidden 
He will ease you to the life of ease 
So remind them if reminder will succeed 
Those who know awe will be brought to remember 
He who is hard in wrong will turn away 
He will be put to the fire 
neither dying in it nor living 
He who makes himself pure will flourish 
who remembers the name of his lord and 
performs the prayer 

But no. They prefer the lower life 
Better is the life ultimate, the life that endures 
As is set down in the scrolls of the ancients 
the scrolls of Ibrahim and Musa 


10 
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The MOST High CENTERS ON A repeated theme of the early 
Meccan Suras: the Qur’anic text and its messenger as a “re^ 
minder.” The divine voice proclaims that Muhammad can 
only remind but not compel his listeners to heed the re¬ 
minder. God is depicted here as the one who knows what is 
in the open and what is hidden. This notion of the deity will 
be developed throughout the Qur’an by the use of divine 
names such as the all-seeing ( al-basir), the all-hearing ( as - 
samV ), the one who knows inside and out ( al-khabir) y and 
the all-knowing ( al-‘alim ). The human being hides things 
from others and from himself. The being that knows these 
hidden, most intimate details, that knows ourselves better 
than we know ourselves, is the Qur’anic God, Allah. 

Those who cannot be brought to remember their essen¬ 

tial role and responsibility as human beings are said to pre- 
fer the lower li fe ( attayafarf^dunya ). The word for “lower” 
here is also the word, when used as a noun, for “world,” a 
meaning that has led some translators to render the phrase 
“the life of the world.” Although there may be a play on the 
two senses of dunya here, grammatically the term cannot 
mean “life of the world” and I have adhered to the more im¬ 
mediate meaning of the term. The other problem with terms 
like “life of the world” or “worldly” is that the Qur’an gen¬ 
erally does not view the world in negative terms, seeing it 
instead as the gift of an infinitely generous creator that, how¬ 
ever transitory it may be, is to be cherished rather than de¬ 
spised. 

The final verse suggests that the central message of The 
Most High is the same one that was revealed to Abraham 
(Ibrahim) and Moses (Musa). 
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The Darkening 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Have you heard the news of the darkening 
Faces on that day cast down 
toiling, worn 
put to the fire 

5 their only drink a hot spring boiling 

their food, bitter-thorn 
which cannot nourish 

or assuage the pangs of hunger 

Faces on that day glowing in bliss 
fulfilled with what they have done 
to within a garden raised high— 

no empty words to hear— 
with cold, gushing springs 
on couches raised high 
with goblets in a setting 
15 with cushions arranged in place 
saddle-cushions arrayed in rows 

Look at the camel 

and how it is created 
Look at the sky and how it is raised 
Look at the mountains and how they are set 
20 Look at the earth and how it is spread 


(Continued on page 76) 
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The DARKENING OFFERS A GLIMPSE of the day of reckon¬ 
ing, focusing more on the faces of those who experience it 
than the cosmic phenomena that herald it. This Sura con¬ 
tains the basic components of the hymnic apocalyptic pas¬ 
sages: an evocation of the final day, an oath that summons 
the signs of the patterns of life and nature, a reference to the 
rejection of the prophet and of the Qur’an he brings, paradise 
in terms of a regal banquet. 

The Qur’an has commonly been referred to a s repetitive . 
From the thematic point of view, this is certainly the case. All 
the themes in The Darkening can be found in other Suras. Yet 
from the point of view of the Qur’anic experience, such a Sura 
is much more than repetition. Like a musical theme that is 
varied and then brought back to an original pattern, the cen¬ 
tral themes return in new combinations. There are subtle and 
important shifts in the imagery of the cosmic apocalypse, the 
psychological portrayal of those who experience the final rev¬ 
elation, the tone and perspective of the discussion of the role 
of the Qur’anic reminder, the interweaving of awe and inti¬ 
macy, the movement between a depiction of the all-forgiving 
deity and the warnings to those who persist in doing harm. 

The premise of the Qur’anic reminder is that the human 
being is by nature forgetful, and by habit and preoccupation 
caught up in the concerns of the world which hide the central 
reality of the moral imperative for generosity and justice. 
One form of reminder is the performance of the prayer: 
breaking the preoccupation of the day, ritually and regularly, 
to orient oneself toward the prophetic message and its au¬ 
thor. The other form of reminder is the repetition and recita¬ 
tion, in ever new forms and supple shifts in nuance, of the 
basic message concerning the day of reckoning. 
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RemincTthem 


“ All you can do is be a reminder 
Over them you have no power 
As for him who rejects and turns away 
God will bring down upon him great pain 


25 To us they will return 

With us will be their accounting 
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Interior of mosque facing the mihrab> 
the niche indicating the direction of Mecca. 
Qur’anic calligraphy is prominent within the 
elaborate tile work. 
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The Dawn 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the dawn 
By the nights ten 
By the odd and the even 
By the night as it eases away 

5 Is there not in that an oath for the thoughtful mind 

Did you not see what your lord did to ‘Ad— 
great pillared Iram 

like nothing created in this land before— 
and Thamud with its carvings in the river bed rock 
10 and Pharaoh of the tent pegs 

who spread oppression through their lands 
and compounded their corruption? 

Your lord brought down upon them the lash 
of pain 

Your lord is in hiding and waits 

15 Such is the human being that when his lord 
tries him with generosity and bounty 
he says: my lord has honored me 
but when his lord tries him with hunger and lack 
he says: my lord has treated me with disdain 


(Continued on page 80) 
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c Ad AND THAMUD WERE TWO ancient tribal leaders. Two 
great Arabian tribes and the civilizations they controlled were 
named after them. The civilization of Thamud was associated 
with the ruins of an ancient city that may have been part of 
the great Nabataean empire whose capital was in Petra. The 
father of ‘Ad was named Iram, and thus the civilization 
could be called either ‘Ad or Iram. 

By the time of Muhammad, ‘Ad and Thamud had be¬ 
come symbolic of great civilizations that had risen and fallen 
in times past. In the Qur’an, they become, along with the civ¬ 
ilization of the Pharaohs, emblematic of those peoples who 
refused to hear the reminders of their prophets and ulti¬ 
mately came to ruin. Commentators have offered varied ex¬ 
planations for the mysterious term “Pharaoh of the tent 
pegs,” interpreting the pegs as a metaphor for the pyramids, 
for example, or simply as a figurative expression for great 
power as symbolized by an army with vast arrays of tents. 

Thus, there are two strands of warning within the 
Qur’an. The first focuses on the ephemeral nature of human 
grandeur in time and the ruin that comes to civilizations that 
refuse to heed the words of their prophets. The second fo¬ 
cuses on the fact that sometimes wrongdoers do seem to 
prosper and those who do right and follow the prophets re¬ 
main oppressed. It suggests, in the face of such apparent in¬ 
justice, that at the day of reckoning (a day that occurs on the 
boundary of time), both groups will finally see a just ac¬ 
countability. 

The moral critique at the heart of this Sura becomes a 
key refrain for the moral critique within the early Meccan 
revelations, a critique of the human refusal to be giving, to 
help the orphan and the person in want. To be giving in this 
life is equated at the end of the Sura with making provisions 
for the moment of reckoning. After a summoning of the fear 

(Continued on page 81) 
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But no. To the orphan you are ungiving 
You do not demand food for those who hunger 
You feed on inheritances and devour 
20 You love possessions with a love consuming 

Rather. When the earth is split apart, splitting, 
splitting 

When the lord and the angels approach rank on 
rank arrayed 

When on that day Jahannam is brought close 
then the human being will remember 
and what good will it do him that he 
remembers? 

Saying: If only I had made provision for my life 
25 On that day no one else will suffer his pain 

No one will be held to the covenant he made but he 

O soul made peaceful 
return to your lord accepted and accepting 
Come in among my servants 
30 and in my garden, enter 
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and awe of this day, with the ranks of angels marching, the 
Sura ends with a reference to the peaceful soul ( an-nafs al- 
mutmainna). The soul at peace was to become a central sym¬ 
bol of the goal of religious life and moral discipline within 
Islam. 

The Dawn ends with another example of the Qur’anic 
voice change. The “soul made peaceful” is invited to return 
to its lord, both accepted and accepting, in a state of recon¬ 
ciliation. Then the voice shifts to the deity referring to itself 
in the first person, a shift that gives a striking tone of inti¬ 
macy to the final invitation: 

O soul made peaceful 

return to your lord accepted and accepting 

Come in among my servants 

and in my garden, enter 
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The Ground 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

I swear by this ground 
—you have come to dwell on this ground— 
by the begetter and by the begotten, 
we created the human being in hardship 

5 Does he think there is no power over him 

He says: look at the goods I devoured 
Does he think no one sees him 

Did we not endow him with eyes 
lips and tongue 

10 and guide him to the two high plains 

And yet he did not climb the steep pass 
What can tell you of the steep pass? 

To free a slave 

To feed the destitute on a day of hunger 
15 a kinsman orphan 

or a stranger out of luck in need 

Be of those who keep the faith 

who counsel one another to patience 
who counsel to compassion 
They are of the right 

As for those who cast our signs away 
they are of the left 

20 Over them a vault of fire 
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The OATH at THE BEGINNING of The Ground evokes as a 
sign the ground, area, or region (presumably the district 
around Mecca, held as a sacred territory). In verse 2 it speaks 
directly to the prophet and indirectly to other Meccans, in 
stating, “y° u have come to dwell on this ground.” The Arab 
term rendered here as ground, balad , can mean both town 
and countryside and there is a difference of opinion con¬ 
cerning the exact area designated by the term—whether it 
means the town of Mecca or the territory or land on which 
Mecca sits. I have chosen an English term, ground, that can 
be as open in usage as the original Arabic. After invoking as 
signs this special ground and the “the begetter and the be¬ 
gotten,” the Sura turns to one of the fundamental messages 
of the early Meccan period: condemnation of indifference 
and callousness toward the orphaned and the poor. 

The condemnation of indifference to the suffering of 
others is brought back to the sign of the land in a graphic 
manner. The emancipation of a slave or caring for the disin¬ 
herited is portrayed as the climbing of a high pass, the steep, 
narrow, treacherous ledge that rises up along the face of 
desert mountains. 

The Sura ends with a divine command to people to 
counsel one another to patience and compassion, and with 
a warning to those who deny the signs. The word for sign 
( dya ) means both a physical sign (such as the land) and also 
a verse of the Qur’an. The verses of the Qur’an are both a 
remembrance of signs that are present throughout the world 
and themselves signs, which, like the signs of nature, point to 
a deeper reality forgotten or neglected in everyday human 
consciousness and endeavor. 
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The Sun 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the sun and her brightening 
By the moon when it follows her 
By the day when it displays her 
By the night when it veils her 
5 By the sky and what constructed her 

By the earth and what shaped her 
By the soul and what formed her 
and revealed her debased and revealed her faithful 
Whoever honors her flourishes 
10 Whoever defiles her fails 

The people of Thamud called truth a lie 
in their inhumanity 
when they sent out their worst 

The messenger of God said 
God’s camel mare 
give her water! 

They called him liar 

and hamstrung her for the slaughter 
15 Then their lord rumbled down upon them 
for their crime and wiped them away 
with no fear of what came after 
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The Sun BEGINS WITH ONE of the most extended oaths of the 
Qur’an. The sun is portrayed surrounded by a court, in the 
most lyrical Qur’anic tone. The word for sun (shams) is gram¬ 
matically feminine in Arabic and takes the grammatically 
feminine pronoun ha. By making ha the key rhyme word 
throughout the first part of the Sura, the Qur’anic voice cre¬ 
ates a partial personification. In other words, a “gender fig¬ 
ure” is produced. The “her” is never fully personified as a 
woman, but is always on the verge of such a personification. 

The second part of the Sura evokes the civilization of 
Thamud. For the people of Arabia, there were few symbols 
more potent than the tribe of Thamud and the ruins of their 
great city that may have been part of the Nabataean culture 
whose capital was Petra, the “red rose city as old as time.” 

In both early Islamic poetry and the Qur’an, the destruc¬ 
tion of Thamud became a parable for the passing of civiliza¬ 
tions. The poets attributed the passing of the civilization to the 
incessant work of fate/time ( dahr ), which wears down all 
things and thwarts human aspirations. The Qur’an attrib¬ 
uted the destruction of Thamud to the refusal of its people to 
heed the words of their prophet, a refusal that led to the de¬ 
struction of other peoples before and after Thamud as well. 

In disobeying their prophet, Salih, the people of Thamud 
slaughtered God’s camel mare. Nothing was more taboo in 
ancient Arabia than the unjustified killing of a camel mare. 
The central ritual of pre-Islamic poetry was the camel sacrifice 
and distribution of the meat throughout the tribe. The im¬ 
proper slaying of a camel mare was a sacrilege or abomination 
of such enormity that it led to tribal wars that lasted genera¬ 
tions. 

By slaughtering God’s camel mare, the people of 
Thamud committed what was by both ancient tribal stan¬ 
dards and Qur’anic standards an abomination. The depic¬ 
tions of the destruction of Thamud are also eerily similar to 
depictions of the events of the day of reckoning and may 
serve as a parable for them as well. 
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The Night 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the night when it falls 
By the day when it breaks 
By what has made the male and the female 
You strive toward different ends. 

5 As for him who shares what he has and is mindful 

who affirms the right— 
him we will ease to the good life 

As for him who hoards what he has 
thinking it makes him secure 
who denies the right— 

10 him we will ease to hardship 

Wealth will not save him from ruin 

Ours is guidance 

Ours is the after and ours the before 

I warn you of a fire that sears 
15 One hard in wrong will burn there 
a denier, one who turns away 


(Continued on page 88 ) 
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The NIGHT BEGINS WITH A divine invocation of the night 
and the day—two signs frequently evoked in Qur’anic 
oaths—and “what made the male and the female.” The male 
and the female—like day and night or odd and even—are 
viewed as polarities that act as signs in the world and point 
back to their creator, who is beyond the polarities they rep¬ 
resent. In Islamic thought, the deity is neither male nor fe¬ 
male. Here the divine oath speaks of the very creation of 
gender distinction and places the creator explicitly beyond 
gender categories. 

The Night goes on to offer a summary of the basic 
choices confronting humankind. The primaryvirtues are 
said to be the sharing of wealth, the affirming of the right ( al - 
husna) in all, and the virtue rendered as mindfulness 
( taqwa ). The term taqwa is notoriously difficult to translate. 
The root meaning is that of protecting oneself or being vigi¬ 
lant. Islamic commentators describe taqwa as a consistent 
and intense moral vigilance. I have used the terms “mind¬ 
ful” and “mindfulness” here as the closest actively used Eng¬ 
lish approximation. “Righteous” and “Righteousness” have a 
certain power in the King James tradition, but it is difficult to 
find such terms being used without archaicism or some form 
of irony. Indeed, the word righteous in contemporary speech 
is now frequently used to mean self-righteous—an indica¬ 
tion that the word has evolved in usage and no longer can 
be used as effectively as it was. 

The divine voice, the Qur’anic “we,” announces that the 
deity will ease the way of the mindful to the good life and 
the way of the unmindful to hardship. This concept becomes 
central in Islamic theological discussion of the issue of divine 
providence and human free will. In this Sura, the concept of 
“easing the way” implies a slippery slope. Those who engage 
in certain forms of behavior find that their way is eased; they 

(Continued on page 89) 
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We will spare from it 
whoever keeps the faith 
Who shares what he owns, making it pure 
Who looks to no one to return the favor 
20 Seeking only the face of his lord most high 

That one will know peace of mind 


88 







Commentary 


find certain short-term gains that reinforce their behavior. 
The deity here personalizes its activity in “easing the way” to 
hardship for such people, bringing up an issue that was to en¬ 
gage Islamic psychologists and theologians. Moral psychol¬ 
ogists would explore the way certain actions, such as 
exploitive accumulation of wealth, lead people into a self¬ 
validating world of comfort and reward, and deeper into the 
bonds of habit. Islamic theologians would explore, with bril¬ 
liant subtlety, the tension between divine providence and 
human responsibility brought out by the notion that the 
deity “eases” those engaged in such activity to further en¬ 
trenchment in their spiritual alienation. 
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The Morning Hours 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the morning hours 
By the night when it is still 
Your lord has not abandoned you 
and does not hate you 

What is after will be better 
than what came before 
5 To you the lord will be giving 

You will be content 

Did he not find you orphaned 
and give you shelter 
Find you lost 
and guide you 
Find you in hunger 
and provide for you 

10 As for the orphan— 

do not oppress him 
And one who asks— 
do not turn him away 
And the grace of your lord— 
proclaim 
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MUHAMMAD WAS ORPHANED as a young boy and came 
under the protection of his grandfather. When his grandfa¬ 
ther died, his uncle became his guardian. In a tribal society 
based on family and clan protection, the loss of his father and 
grandfather left Muhammad vulnerable to enemies in 
Mecca, particularly when he began reciting the Qur’anic 
messages that threatened the interests and beliefs of more 
powerful men. 

In this short Sura, the Qur’anic emphasis on helping the 
orphaned and the disinherited is directly tied into a reminder 
(to Muhammad and to the listener in the more general 
sense) of the sufferings Muhammad experienced in his 
youth. Many commentators believe that this Sura was a con¬ 
solation to Muhammad for the opposition and persecution 
he suffered as a prophet in the early Meccan years. 
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The Laying Open 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Did we not lay open your heart 
and relieve you of the burden 
that was breaking your back 
Did we not honor your name 

5 After the hard time 

there is the easing 
After the hard time 
there is the easing 

When you finish, strive again 

And in your lord, aspire 
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The PERSONAL TONE IS FURTHER intensified in the The Lay¬ 
ing Open. It is read as a consolation meant to apply, in the 
first place, to the prophet Muhammad. The Sura begins with 
the divine voice speaking in the first person plural as “we.” 
Some commentators have attempted to explain the Qur’anic 
“we” used for the deity as a reference to the heavenly court 
(God and the angels). Such an explanation is forced, how¬ 
ever. Indeed, in one famous passage (Sura 2: 28-30), the di¬ 
vine “we” address(es) the angels as a group. 

The Qur’anic divine “we” also has been compared to 
the “royal we” of European kings and queens. But the term 
connotes not only grandeur but also intimacy. One of the 
more supple qualities of early Arabic poetry was the way both 
the beloved and the lover could be referred to in either the 
singular or plural. This suppleness of reference, which al¬ 
lows for a wide shading of tone, mood, and feeling, has con¬ 
tinued down to the present day; in popular music and songs, 
the beloved is commonly referred to in the plural. 

The laying open of the heart refers to a relief from ten¬ 
sion, as well as the preparation of the prophet to receive rev¬ 
elation. In later Islamic tradition, the opening of Muham¬ 
mad’s breast was literalized and portrayed as the first stage 
of his heavenly ascent. In these accounts, the angel Gabriel 
opens the breast of the prophet, takes out his heart, purifies 
it, and then replaces it. After the purification, Muhammad 
is taken on his heavenly ascent ( mVraj ). Such a tradition pre¬ 
sents the opening of Muhammad as an almost shaman-like 
experience. Indeed, shamans from various traditions de¬ 
scribe events like the extraction of the heart (bones or other 
interior organs) for cleansing as necessary initiations into 
their mystical or prophetic careers. 

While many from the Islamic world read the Sura with 
the story of the Mi c raj in mind, almost all experience the Sura 
within the purely Qur’anic framework as well, with its di¬ 
rectness and immediacy. 
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The Fig 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the fig and the olive 

By Mount Sinai 

By this ground inviolate 

We created the human being 
in the highest station 
5 then brought him down 
lowest of the low 

except those who keep the faith 
and work justice 

Theirs is a recompense unending 

What can give you the lie then about 
the reckoning? 

Is not God the judge most wise? 
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Commentary 


The Fig BEGINS WITH an OATH invoking the fig, the olive, 
and a precinct or ground that was viewed as sacred or invio¬ 
lable. The oath gives a sketch of basic aspects of life in the 
desert. 

In the Arabian peninsula and throughout the desert 
areas of North Africa and the Middle East, fig and olive trees 
along with the date palm are the visible symbols of life and 
fertility. In the dry river beds known as wadis, one can find 
areas where a fig, olive, or date tree can be sustained behind 
small rock dams that hold back the water the two or three 
times a year it rains. 

In the time of Muhammad, townsmen and bedouin alike 
lived under the constant threat of tribal war. For both 
groups, the precinct around Mecca was a sacred territory 
( haram ), an inviolable ground ( al-balad al-amin) where 
tribal war and other acts of violence were forbidden. 

This short Sura characterizes the human condition as 
one that has been exalted and brought low. Those who hold 
the faith and do the right thing ( as-salihat ) will achieve an 
unlimited recompense in the final reckoning. The Sura ends 
with the question: What can give you the lie then about the 
dm? Although din can mean either religion or reckoning, at 
this point in the Early Meccan period the term usually refers 
to religion as the acceptance of the reckoning. The focus at 
the end of this Sura is clearly on din as that moment of truth 
in which each human will find his or her most secret and 
most ultimate reality revealed with finality. 
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The Embryo ^ 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Recite in the name of your lord who created— 
^Froman embryo created the human 

Recite ^our lord is all-giving 
who taught by the pen 

Taught the human what he did not know before 

The human being is a tyrant 

He thinks his possessions make him secure 

To your lord is the return of every thing 


Did you see the one who stopped a servant 
from performing his prayer? 

Did you see if he was rightly guided 






: Ui ^ 

or commanded mindfulness? 


Did you see him call lie and turn away? 

Did he not know God could see? 

But no. If he does not change 

we will seize him by the forelock 
the lying, wrongful forelock 
Let him call out his gang 
We will call out the Zabaniya 
Do not follow him 

Touch your head to the earth in prayer 


Come near 
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Commentary 


The EMBRYO is NUMBERED among the first revelations, if 
not the first, given to Muhammad. The opening words of 
the Sura, “recite in the name of your lord,” are interpreted 
as an announcement to Muhammad of the beginning of his 
prophecy. The site of the original revelation is believed to be 
the cave of Hira\ near Mecca, where Muhammad used to 
retire alone for meditation and devotions. 

The word ‘ alaq , translated here as embryo, has also been 
translated as blood clot. The word refers to something that 
flings, or more specifically to a coagulation of blood or other 
liquid. While the exact biological sense of the term is vague 
'here, the larger meaning seems clear enough. The human 
being is created from humble beginnings—a drop of semen, 
a blood clot, an embryo. That a being with consciousness, 
with the ability to communicate and understand, developed 
from such a beginning is, in Qur’anic terms, yet another sign 
to be meditated upon. It is another indication of mystery, 
another indication that human beings, despite their rational 
ability and apparent self-sufficiency, are dependent on 
another force, both for further understanding and for 
being itself. 

The reference to the pen is one of several Qur’anic 
metaphors involving instruments of writing and the tablets 
on which the writing occurs. Later Islamic authors inter¬ 
preted the pen and the tablet ( lawh )—Sura 85, final verse— 
in a variety of ways. Some considered the pen to be the divine 
intellect and the tablet the world soul on which the eternal, 
heavenly Qur’an is inscribed. 

The Sura ends with a warning and an invitation. In the 
warning, those who engage in oppression are told that one 
day they will be judged, and that if they try to call out their 
gang of helpers, they will be met with a group of Zabaniya, 

(Continued on page 99) 
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A Muslim performing the sujud during ritual prayer (salat). 
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Commentary 


believed by some to be a species of jinn (genies). The refer¬ 
ence represents the kind of rough bedouin society in which 
force rules, with the deity suggesting that reliance on such 
gangs will not prevail in the ultimate struggle. 

In the final invitation, the he^re^is invited to touch the 
head to the ground in prayer K Sujud can be translated as 
“bowing” or “prostration,” but neither term is accurate. In 
Islamic ritual prayer, the worshipper bows, kneels, and then 
bends down until the head touches the ground. The term 
“bow” does not usually refer to touching the head to the 
ground while “prostration” suggests an abjectness lacking in 
the Islamic sense of prayer. I have rendered the term here in 
a way that portrays the physical motion clearly. Islam has a 
wide variety of prayer activity, much of which need not in¬ 
volve physical postures, but the ritual prayer (salat) is based 
on the movement of sujud. 

Islamic ritual prayer has been the target of polemicist 
and missionary criticism for its attention to physical move¬ 
ment. Such criticism is based on the belief that the physical is 
in opposition to the spiritual. Qur’anic sujud , however, is 
based on the view that the physical movements, acts, and 
alignment (eventually toward Mecca) are one part of a com¬ 
plete physical and spiritual act. Muslims have explained the 
sense of peace and tranquility gained by performing the 
prayer in a variety of ways: comparing the movements to 
Yogic positions, the physical position to that of an infant in 
the womb, and touching the ground to an act of humility and 
an acknowledgment that the human is part of the world of 
creation. 
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Destiny, al-Qadr 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 
Version i 

We sent it down on the night of destiny 
And what could tell you of the night of destiny 
The night of destiny is better than a thousand 
months 

The angels come down, the spirit among them, 
by permission of their lord from every order 
5 Peace it is until the rise of dawn 

Version 2 

We sent him down on the night of destiny 
And what can tell you of the night of destiny 
The night of destiny is better than a thousand 
months 

The angels come down—with the spirit upon it 
by permission of their lord from every order 
5 Peace she is until the rise of dawn 

Version 3 

We sent him down on the night of destiny 
And what can tell you of the night of destiny 
The night of destiny is better than a thousand 
months 

The angels come down—the spirit upon her— 
by permission of their lord from every order 
5 Peace she is until the rise of dawn 
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Commentary 


Also associated with Muhammad’s prophecy is the 
short, exquisite Sura of Qadr. Qur’anic interpreters are di¬ 
vided upon whether the primary sense of qadr in this Sura is 
“destiny” or “power”; both interpretations are supported by 
the etymology of qadr. 

In highly lyrical form, the night of the prophet’s^ revela¬ 
tion is recalled, with the spi rit (ruh) coming down during 
that night or upon that night. Constructed around this Sura 
is the ritual of the night of qadr , one of the last odd-num¬ 
bered nights of the holy month of Ramadan. The festival of 
the night of qadr is often the time for a child’s first attempt 
at fasting during Ramadan. It is also the occasion of a vigil 
during which the individual, family, or community may stay 
up through the night in prayer and meditation. The night of 
qadr comes at the end of a month of celebration and fasting 
during which the normal rhythms of day and night, eating 
and sleeping are transformed. This night is one of the more 
mystical moments of Islamic life. Its celebrants consider it a 
moment when the divine and human are particularly close to 
one another. 

The Destiny also contains an acute version of the gen¬ 
der dynamic found throughout the Qur’an, but most often 
lost in translation. In this Sura, the phrase “night of destiny” 
is grammatically feminine, and the resultant pronouns and 
feminine-gendered verbal inflections are patterned through¬ 
out the Sura in a delicate balance with masculine-grammat¬ 
ical constructions. There is an undertone of implicit personi¬ 
fication of the night as a woman, but that personification is 
never complete. The phrase “spirit within/upon her/it/them” 
( ruhufiha ) comes at the exact center of the Sura in terms of 
rhyme and sound, but the referent of the pronoun ha is am¬ 
biguous. Some say it refers to the angels (the spirit was 
among the angels), while others say it refers to the night (the 

(Continued on page 103) 
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Interior courtyard of a religious school in Fez, Morocco 
featuring Qur’anic calligraphy. 
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Commentary 


angels came down with the spirit on it—that is, the night). A 
third possibility opens up as well: The angels came down, 
while the spirit was upon or within the night. This possibility 
suggests the insemination of the night partially personified 
as female, in a manner strikingly similar to the insemination 
of Mary with Jesus as recounted elsewhere in the Qur’an. 

Because the personification is not complete, translators 
do not feel justified in using the English feminine pronouns, 
but when the neuter is used, the gender balance—one of the 
most delicate aspects of both Qur’anic and Sufi discourse— 
is lost. Here are three English versions that show the various 
ways the Sura can be read. 

(This Sura is discussed in more detail in the two chapters that 
follow the Suras , with a diagram that allows the reader to follow 
it while listening to its recitation by a Qur’anic reciter.) 
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The Testament 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Those who denied the faith— 
from the peoples of the book 
or the idolators— 
could not stop calling it a lie 
until they received the testament 

A messenger of God 

reciting pages that are pure 

Of scriptures that are sure 

Those who were given the book 

were not divided one against the other 
until they received the testament 

5 And all they were commanded 

was to worship God sincerely 
affirm oneness, perform the prayer 
and give a share of what they have 
That is the religion of the sure 

Those who deny the faith— 
from the peoples of the book 
or the idolators— 


(Continued on page 106) 
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Commentary 


Of THE SHORT HYMNIC Suras in the final section of the 
Qur’an, The Testament is one of the few ascribed to the later 
period of Muhammad’s prophecy. This Sura contrasts with 


the early Meccan Suras in tone, style, and vocabulary. In the 


early Meccan period, the religion (din) was presented pri¬ 


marily in existential terms. Will human beings face their 
moral responsibility, embodied in the notion of a reckon¬ 
ing, and act accordingly through prayer, sharing wealth, and 
helping those in need? Or will they distract themselves with 
acquiring things and delude themselves into thinking their 
wealth will make them immortal? 

By the later period of Muhammad’s prophecy repre- 
nted by The Testament, Muhammad had encountered 
_ epticism and resistance from both the Arabian polytheists 
( mushrikun ) and “peoples of the book,” that is, those with 
written scriptures named in other passages of the Qur’an as 
the Jews, Christians, and Sabaeans (the exact identity of 
whom has been a matter of controversy). Muhammad had 
thought that the Jews and Christians in Arabia would be the 
first to accept the message brought in the name of the tradi¬ 
tion of Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. The rejection of that 
message by large portions of the Jewish and Christian com¬ 
munities in Arabia led to disappointment. In this Sura the 
concept of religion has become implicated in the tensions 
and rivalries among^different named communities of belief. 

The Testament is a consolatiqnjo Muhammad and to 
those who follow-his message in the face of this disappoint¬ 
ment. From the perspective of the history of religions this 
disappointment is similar to that expressed by some Christ¬ 
ian writers in the refusal of Jews to recognize Jesus as the 
Messiah. As such it brings up the tension between religions 
that claim to be the culmination of a revelation (Christian¬ 
ity and then Islam), and religions that see themselves as the 




(Continued on page 107) 
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are in Jahannam’s fire 
eternal there 

They are the worst of creation 

Those who keep the faith 
and perform the prayer 
they are the best of creation 

As recompense for them with their lord— 
gardens of Eden 
waters flowing underground 
eternal there forever 

God be pleased in them 
and they in God 

That is for those who hold their lord in awe 
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Commentary 


faithful followers of the original revelation (Judaism vis-a-vis 
Christianity, Judaism and Christianity vis-a-vis Islam). While 
the Christianity exemplified by St. Paul views itself as the 
rightful inheritor of the original covenant between God and 
Abraham, the Qur’an views itself as the embodiment of the 
original, pure ( hanif) monotheism revealed in succession to 
Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. The implication is that the rev¬ 
elation of the Qur’an, as a testament, witness, or clear proof 
( bayyina )—was the occasion for a manifestation of divisions 
among the polytheists and peoples of the book, between 
those who accepted the Qur’an and those who did not. 
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The Quaking 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

When the earth is shaken, quaking 
When the earth bears forth her burdens 
And someone says “What is with her?” 

At that time she will tell her news 
5 As her lord revealed her 

At that time people will straggle forth 
to be shown what they have done 
Whoever does a mote’s weight good will see it 
Whoever does a mote’s weight wrong will see it 
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Commentary 


As OPPOSED TO THE COSMIC apocalypse in which the sky is 
ripped apart, The Quaking ( al-zalzala or al-zilzal) presents 
what might be called a chthonic apocalypse, with the earth 
opening up to yield her secrets. The bearing forth of these se¬ 
crets is conveyed through a birth metaphor, with the earth 
( al-ard) in the feminine gender governing a series of femi¬ 
nine grammatical constructions. She bears them forth as or 
how (the Arabic construction here is tantalizingly elusive) 
her lord revealed them to her. 

This implied metaphor and partial personification res¬ 
onates powerfully with the metaphor of creation (in which 
the deity breathes into Adam the spirit of life); Muhammad’s 
prophecy (where the spirit in a subtle undertone is depicted 
as inseminating the night of destiny, which is partially per¬ 
sonified as female); and the conception of the prophet Jesus 
within Mary through the activity of the spirit. Thus, the im¬ 
plied personifications and sound figures that strengthen 
them bring together the three primordial moments of the 
Qur’an (creation, prophecy, and the day of reckoning) in un¬ 
dertones and intimations of an eternal moment in which the 
three moments fall into one another. 

The ontological inversal here is most explicit. As the 
earth itself is shattered and gives forth its final secret, human 
beings will come forth in scattered groups to encounter what 
they have been and truly are. Whoever has done a “mote’s 
weight good” will “see it”; that is, the person will see, in all 
its momentous finality, the act that might have seemed small 
at the time. Similarly, whoever has done a “mote’s weight 
wrong,” an act of injustice or neglect that might have seemed 
insignificant at the time, will see it in its ultimacy. As with 
many of the shortest Suras concerning the day of reckoning, 
the recognition of what has been done, of good or evil—a 
recognition occurring at a moment when nothing can be 
changed, evaded, or rewritten—is the core of the reckoning. 
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The Coursers 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the coursers snorting 
By the fire-strikers sparking 
By the chargers at morning 
Dust around them exploding 
5 Within it the center holding 

The human being is ungrateful to his lord. 

To that he is witness 
In love of wealth he is harsh 
Does he not know 

that when the tombs are burst open 
10 and what is hidden in the breasts revealed 
on that day their lord knows through them 
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Commentary 


The COURSERS EXEMPLIFIES what appears to be from the lit¬ 
erary point of view a conflation of pre-Islamic paradigms of 
epic poetry and the apocalyptic imagery that circulated in the 
Near East during the time of Muhammad. 

The coursers ( al-‘adiyat ) could be Arabian battle mares 
or horses of the apocalypse. The exact meaning of the open¬ 
ing short, staccato verses is as obscure as its imagery is un¬ 
forgettable. These verses then open onto key themes of the 
early Meccan revelations. The human condition of ingrati¬ 
tude and greed is condemned. The Sura evokes the moment 
when what each of us conceals (even from himself) will be 
open to all, and most particularly to God who is given the 
epithet here of al-khabir —that is, the one that knows 
through and into all things and all souls. 
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The Calamity 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

The qaria 
What is the qaria 
What can tell you of the qaria 
A day humankind are like moths scattered 
5 And mountains are like fluffs of wool 

Whoever’s scales weigh heavy 
His is a life that is pleasing 
Whoever’s scales weigh light 
His mother is hawiya 
What can tell you what she is 
10 Raging fire 
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Commentary 


SuRAT AL-QARl‘A (the calamity, striking, or smiting) is com¬ 
posed in a pyramid structure. The Sura begins in a hymnic 
mode, with repetition of words and similar sound units. In 
the center it stretches out into longer verses and more elab¬ 
orate images, with striking similes for the ontological inver¬ 
sion that occurs on the final day (a day humankind will be 
like scattered moths). The Sura then evokes the scales of jus¬ 
tice in which human deeds are weighed. The ending of the 
Sura returns to the hymnic mode and introduces a strange 
term hawiya which can mean “abyss” or “a woman bereft of 
her child.” Hawiya might even be a proper name here, under 
some interpretations. The term is transformed into a sound 
and gender figure through a series of feminine constructions 
that are metrically, syntactically, and phonologically stressed. 
Hawiya evokes profound loss within a context of mystery. 

| In the chapter “Hearing the Qur’an,” a diagram will show 
how the term also carries within it key “sound figures,” un¬ 
dertones that further heighten the sense of loss and of femi¬ 
nine gender. 

The ending of the Sura involves a combination of pow¬ 
erful imagery and “semantic openness.” After mention of the 
mysterious hawiya , a question is asked, literally, “and what 
can tell you what she [i.e., hawiya] is.” This “what can tell 
you what” formula occurs in the Qur’an at critical moments 
concerning terms that are mysterious. The line that follows it 
here states simply, “raging fire.” Many translators and com¬ 
mentators take this final answer to mean that the hawiya is 
an epithet for the fire (i.e., hell). But such an interpretation 
does violence to the explicit language of the text. The final 
statement is not the definite “the raging fire” but rather the 
indefinite “raging fire.” 

In addition, there is a vital syntactical ambiguity: Does 
the expression “raging fire” serve as an example of something 
that could tell us what she/it is? Or is it in fact what she/it is? 
This syntactical ambiguity allows the reader or hearer to 
meditate indefinitely upon the meaning of hawiya. 
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Acquisitiveness 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Acquisitiveness turns you away 
Until you reach the graves 
Oh then you will know 
Surely then you will know 
Surely you will know with a knowledge certain 
5 You will see a blazing fire 

Then you will see it with an eye certain 
At that time then 

you will be asked about true well-being 
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Commentary 


As PART OF CULTURAL TRAINING for those about to visit 
bedouin Arab societies, visitors are cautioned about comple¬ 
menting anyone on a possession, whether an engraved metal 
coffee pot, a precious rug, or a fine horse. The host might well 
say to the guest not “thank you” but “it’s yours” and insist the 
guest accept it. 

This bedouin hospitality was a constant from pre-Islamic 
through Islamic times. In the pre-Islamic period it was associ¬ 
ated with the generous hero, the Karim , who was willing to 
share all he had with his tribe, including his camel mare. The 
Qur’an kept the emphasis on generosity, but transferred the 
ideal of the Karim from tribal leader to the one God, and 
changed the mechanism of generosity from large tribal ban¬ 
quets to organized means of contributing to the poor. While de¬ 
nunciation of hoarding and acquisitiveness remained constant 
in pre-Islamic poetry and the Qur’an, the Qur’anic denuncia¬ 
tions added a new theological twist. Those who spend their lives 
acquiring and hoarding possessions end up enslaved by those 
possessions and blinded by them to what ultimately matters. 

The Qur’an repeats certain ideas in different ways and dif¬ 
ferent contexts. Such repetition is part of its self-defined role as 
a “reminder,” and it insists that those things that human be¬ 
ings forget are often the most simple and basic. The early Mec¬ 
can Suras, for example, repeat the idea that human beings 
attempt to ignore their mortality through incessant acquisition 
and competition ( takathur ). By acquiring things, the Quraysh 
of Mecca—and by extension all humans—are led to think their 
acquisitions will make them immortal. The Qur’anic reminders 
concerning acquisitiveness focus on the moment of final real¬ 
ization of what well-being, plentitude, or the true “good life” 
( an-na'im ) really is—a moment of reckoning when the goods 
one has grasped will be of no worth. 
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The Epoch 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the age, the epoch 
The human is always at a loss 
Except those who keep the faith 
who work justice 
who counsel one ahother to truth 
and counsel one another to patience 
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Commentary 


The EPOCH OFFERS A CONDENSED version of the ethos of 
the early Meccan revelations. There is no doctrine of origi¬ 
nal sin in Islam, no doctrine of an innate sinfulness that 
makes* every human inherently unworthy of salvation with¬ 
out the saving grace of the deity. Instead, the Qur’an affirms 
that humankind is in a state of forgetfulness, confusion, and 
loss, and in need oFremindei;. 

This Sura affirms that each human being is at a loss, ex¬ 
cept those who engage in four activities. The first activity is 
holding or keepi ng th e faith ( iman ). This word is often trans¬ 
lated as “belief,” but iman includes not only intellectual as¬ 
sent to certain propositions but also engagement in just 
actions. These actions include 1) defending belief in the face 
of persecution or ridicule; 2) sharing wealth; 3) protecting 
those who are disinherited or in need; and 4) performing 
the ritual prayer, salat —the second activity explicitly men¬ 
tioned in tins Sura. The word iman also has connotations of 
being secure or protected. In other words, to keep the faith 
through an active witness that exposes one to persecution 
and danger, is, ironically, to gain refuge. 

The last two items tie two primary virtues, the seeking 
of truth JJtaqq) and patienceX^br), to the social nature of 
such activity, the mutual counseling and encouraging of 
friend to friend toward such ends. 
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The Slanderer 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Woe to every backbiting slanderer 
Who gathers his wealth and counts it 
thinking with his wealth he will never die 
Nay, let him be thrown into the Hutama 
And what can tell you of the Hutama 
The fire of God, stoked for blazing 
rising up over the hearts 
covering them in vaults of flame 
stretching out its pillars 
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Commentary 


If The Epoch OFFERS A CONDENSED version of essential 
Qur’anic virtues. The Slanderer offers a condensed polemic 
against acquisitiveness. He who “gathers his wealth and counts 
it,” does he think that his wealth will make him immortal? 
Self-delusion occurs when acquisitiveness distracts a person 
from acknowledging mortality. The Sura ends with an evoca¬ 
tion of the finality of the moment of true recognition, when all 
that has been acquired is revealed as ephemeral, and humans 
face what they have made of their lives and selves. 

The Sura ends its mordant criticism of acquisitiveness 
with a reference to those who have wasted their lives acquiring 
things being thrown into the Hutama. The Sura then asks what 
can tell us what this mysterious Hutama is. The final answer, 
the fire of God rising up over their hearts in vaults, is ambigu¬ 
ously related to the question. The vault of fire could be some¬ 
thing that could tell us or give us a clue as to what the Hutama 
is. Or it could be what the Hutama is. The two possibilities 
are different. In the first case, the vault of fire can tell us some¬ 
thing about the Hutama , but is not equated with the Hutama. 
In the second case, there is a complete equation. 

This is another example of the syntactical ambiguity that 
appears after the Qur’anic expression “and what can tell you 
what” something is. Once again, the ambiguity keeps the ques¬ 
tion from being diminished by a facile or monotonic answer. 
The question continues to reverberate for each hearer or 
reader. It forces a continual meditation upon what it would 
be like to have wasted one’s life and to realize that it is too late 
to change it. 

However one interprets the fire—as a reified place in the 
afterlife or as a metaphor for the painful realization of a wasted 
life—the Qur’an’s condemnation of acquisition has raised, 
and continues to raise, questions about the compatibility of Is¬ 
lamic faith with the more fiercely competitive aspects of free 
enterprise capitalism. 
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The Elephant 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Did you not see how your lord 

dealt with the people of the elephant 
Did he not turn their plan astray 
Did he not send against them birds of prey, 
in swarms 

raining down stones of fire 
5 making them like blasted fields of corn 
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Commentary 


At THE TIME of Muhammad, Arabia was bounded by three 
major world empires: the Byzantine Roman empire, with its 
capital in Constantinople and territories in Syria; the Per¬ 
sian Sassanian empire which occupied much of present day 
Iraq; and the Ethiopian-Yemenite civilization to the south 
and southeast. All three had satellite Arabic tribes under their 
rule and influence, which served as buffers between them and 
the bedouin of central Arabia. All three had left traces of past 
grandeur in the great ruined cities the bedouin would come 
across in their travels. And finally, all three came into com¬ 
plicated relationships—sometimes friendly, sometimes not 
—with the bedouin who would be soon organized around 
the new religion of Islam. 

The Elephant is believed to refer to an invasion of the 
Ethiopian prince Abraha aimed at controlling the trading 
center around Mecca—an invasion which, like that of Han¬ 
nibal against the Romans, seems to have succeeded militar¬ 
ily at first, but ultimately to have failed. According to 
traditional sources, the incursion of Abraha occurred near 
the year of Muhammad’s birth, 570 c.e. 

The term translated as “birds of prey, in swarms” (tayran 
ababtl) has been debated by commentators. Some argue that, 
in order to reflect a more realistic vision of battle, the word 
tayr should be translated as horses, despite its primary mean¬ 
ing as birds of prey. 

The reference to the stones rained down upon the people 
of the elephant is complicated by the descriptions of stones as 
being of sijjll —a term related by some to words for writing. 
Others interpret it as a Persian loan word meaning rock, 
mud, or baked brick. Still others consider it a variant of the 
Qur’anic term sijjin , which is equally obscure and sometimes 
associated with the fire of the final punishment. 
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Quraysh 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 
For pact with Quraysh 

Their pact secures a winter and summer journey 
Let them worship the lord of this house 
who nourished them against hunger 
and secured them from fear 
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Commentary 


MUHAMMAD WAS FROM THE TRIBE of Quraysh which had 
controlled the trading center and pilgrimage site of Mecca for 
several generations. The precise nature of the trading prac¬ 
tices of the Quraysh in Mecca, the extent of their caravans, 
and importance of their trade are subjects of controversy. 
Some claim that Mecca was at the heart of incense and spice 
routes from South Arabia and Yemen to the Roman and Per¬ 
sian empires, the trading routes of the ancient Arabia Felix 
(Prosperous Arabia) mentioned by the ancient Romans. 
Others argue that Mecca was at most a provincial trading 
center for local goods. By most accounts the tribe of Quraysh 
had some stake in or control of the sanctuary around Mecca, 
a town which also contained in its center the ancient shrine 
of the Ka‘ba. The Ka‘ba was referred to as the sacred house 
( bayt ), and according to the Qur’an, was constructed by the 
prophet Abraham. 

The referent for the word “them” in the phrase “let them 
worship the lord of this house” is believed to be the tribe of 
Quraysh. In other words, let the Quraysh worship the true 
lord of the bayt: Allah, the one God. 
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The Small Kindness 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Do you see him who calls the reckoning a lie? 
He is the one who casts the orphan away 
who fails to urge the feeding of one in need 
Cursed are those who perform the prayer 
5 unmindful of how they pray 

who make of themselves a display 
but hold back the small kindness 
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Commentary 


The Small Kindness relates a series of activities in a way 
that grounds much of Islamic moral theology. The first act 
is rejecting or calling a lie the din, a word that can mean ei¬ 
ther the religion or the day of reckoning. Just as the word 
often translated as “believe” is more passive than the 
Qur’anic conception of holding fast to the belief or keeping 
the faith, so the concept of calling the reckoning (or religion) 
a lie is more active than standard English translations such 
as “unbelief.” Those who reject the reckoning—which, in 
early Meccan revelations, is the foundation of religion—are 
those who abuse the orphan, who are indifferent to those suf¬ 
fering in their midst, and who are neglectful in performing 
the prayer. This neglectfulness has been interpreted in two 
ways by Qur’anic commentators: either as neglecting the 
proper timing and posture in performing the physical move¬ 
ments or as performing them mechanically while thinking 
about other things, without following through on the impli¬ 
cations of the prayer for other aspects of life and behavior. 
The second interpretation is supported by the fact that the 
verse on prayer is followed by two verses on self-display and 
neglecting the small kindness. 

Display, particularly of one’s own acts of worship or 
piety, betrays a lack of true generosity. Self-display ends as a 
form of self-delusion, as a person ignores what the Qur’an 
announces will be ultimate in the evaluation of each life at 
the moment of reckoning: a genuine act of kindness, how¬ 
ever small it might seem. There is a moral circle of causality 
implied in the Qur’anic passages on this issue. The refusal to 
acknowledge the moment of reckoning results in blindness 
to the small act of kindness. On the other hand, the true 
weight of that small act will be revealed on the day of reck¬ 
oning to those who have carried it out and to those who have 
neglected it alike. 
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Given Fully 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 
Version 1 

To you we have given fully 
Pray to your lord 
and sacrifice 
The one who reviles you 
is the one who is cut 

Version 2 

To you we have given al-kawthar 
Pray to your lord 
and sacrifice 
The one who reviles you 
is the one who is cut 
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Commentary 


ALTHOUGH Muhammad HAD nine wives and several con¬ 
cubines, he did not have a surviving male heir. This short 
Sura is thought by Qur’anic commentators to have been re¬ 
vealed to Muhammad in consolation for the death of his son 
in infancy, his lack of a male heir, and the taunts he is re¬ 
ported to have endured because of it. It is not Muhammad 
who is the abtar (one cut, mutilated, deprived of posterity) 
but rather those who hate him. 

According to the values of traditional tribal society in 
Arabia, a man’s honor and status depended upon his patri- ; 
lineal ancestors. It was vital for every man to have a son to • 
carry on this lineage of honor. Men were named after their 
fathers and were called ibn or bin (son of). Frequently, after 
the birth of his first son, a father would be given a new name: 
Abu (father of) followed by the given name of the son. (In 
some cases, this Abu designation could be inherited from 
one’s ancestors). Thus, Muhammad’s uncle was called Abu 
Talib (the father of Talib). Muhammad’s cousin ‘Ali was 
then known as ‘All bin Abl Talib ( l Ali the son of Abu Talib). 

The Qur’an transforms radical tribal adherence to male 
lineage by redefining the individual and the community in 
ways that weaken the absolute authority of patriarchal kin¬ 
ship. The practice of naming children in a patrilineal manner 
remained, but the Islamic notion of a community (umma) of 
believers offered a strong balance to clan affiliation. Thus it 
becomes possible in this Sura for an orphan without male 
heirs to hear a divine voice saying u To you we have given 
fully”—a statement that by tribal standards of lineage-based 
honor would have been inconceivable. 

The etymology of kawthar and its usage during Muham¬ 
mad’s time indicate the clear meaning of “abundance.” Ac- • 
cording to early biographers of Muhammad, the prophet 
himself believed al-Kawthar was a place name for a river in 
paradise or a pond near the zenith of his heavenly ascent 
( mVraj ). The glorious waters of al-Kawthar have become 
proverbial in Islam and resonate with a wider Mediterranean 
symbolism concerning the waters of life. 
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Those Who Reject the Faith 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Say: You who reject the faith 
I do not worship what you worship 
and you do not worship what I worship 
I am not a worshipper of what you worship 
You are not a worshipper of what I worship 
5 A reckoning for you and a reckoning for me 
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Commentary 


THOSE WHO REJECT THE FAITH contains a peries of jivmnic 
repetitions. In arguing against religious intolerance, Muslim 
scholars Frequently point to this Sura as a primary source. 
The Sura suggests t hat p eople worship different things and 
that the prophet should resign himself to that fact. Jt does not 
enjoin any kind of force to compel people to adopt the wor¬ 
ship and faith of Islam. The forms of worship mentioned 
here in a general sense can be taken as differing religions or, 
ethically, in the sense of whatever one deems of ultimate 
value (the truth, al-haqq). 

The final verse simply states that there is a din for you 
and a din for me. Din can mean “religion,” “way,” or “reck¬ 
oning.” In first two cases, the implication seems to be that di¬ 
versity of beliefs and values is acknowledged without any 
call for compulsion or conflict. If din is taken as final reck¬ 
oning, the implication is more specific. There is no need for 
compulsion in values or beliefs now; each person will re¬ 
ceive a just and final reckoning at the proper time. 
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Help 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

When the help of God arrived 
and the opening 

and you saw people joining the religion of God 
in waves 

Recite the praise of your lord 
and say God forgive 
He is the always forgiving 
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Commentary 


The SHORT Sura Help is thought to be from the later Med- 
inan period of Muhammad’s prophecy. After years of strug¬ 
gle, Muhammad found himself increasingly acknowledged 
and his Islamic community expanding. Some place the Sura 
after Muhammad’s triumphal return to Mecca, whence he 
had been been expelled to Medina at the time of the hijra. 
After three battles between his Meccan opponents and his 
supporters based in Medina, he returned to Mecca victorious 
and made the pilgrimage there. This would be the “open¬ 
ing” (fath) of the city to the party of Muhammad. Others 
place the Sura before the return to Mecca and interpret the 
opening in more general terms, as the opening up of the way 
to vindication after years of struggle. 

The passage opens with a “when” clause that is never fin¬ 
ished—a distinctive feature of Qur’anic discourse. After re¬ 
minding the prophet of his success, the Qur’an exhorts him 
to ask forgiveness. 

By the grim standards of tribal warfare, the people of 
Mecca, having lost the war, expected looting, massacre, and 
the enslavement of the survivors. To the consternation of 
his adversaries and supporters alike, Muhammad not only 
refused to carry out mass revenge against the Meccan perse¬ 
cutors, he brought them into his movement and allowed 
many to rise to the highest levels of leadership in the Islamic 
community. 

The phrase istaghfir allah has now become part of every¬ 
day language in Arabic and is a common response to any 
kind of compliment. The term istaghfir means literally “ask 
forgiveness.” It can also be translated more figuratively as 
“God forgive” or “God forbid”—that is, “God prevent me 
from taking credit or becoming proud and forgive me for 
having done so.” From the point of view of Islamic psychol¬ 
ogy, the exclamation “God forgive” is used here to petition 

(Continued on page 133) 
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Commentary 


divine help in avoiding egoism before the prayer (poisoning 
the intention and thus the act of prayer before the fact) and 
also to ask forgiveness for egoism that occurs after the prayer 
(as self-congratulation poisons the act after the fact). In ref¬ 
erence to Muhammad, the words would be an injunction to 
him against taking credit or becoming prideful after the vic¬ 
tory. 
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Palm Rope 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Broken be the hands of Abu Lahab 
and may he break 
His wealth and all that he acquired 
will not save him 
He will be swallowed in fire 
and his spouse, the woodcarrier 
5 around her neck a rope of palm 


134 







Commentary 


According TO TRADITIONAL SOURCES, two of Muham¬ 
mad's chief persecutors in Mecca were Abu Lahab and his 
wife, who urged Muhammad’s expulsion from Mecca and 
persecuted him in a variety of ways. The name of the prophet’s 
tormenter, Abu Lahab (Abi Lahab, in the grammatical con¬ 
struction that occurs in this Sura), means a the father of flame” 
or “the one with flame.” The Sura makes use of the name to 
form a pun around the concept of fire. 

As explained earlier, a new father was renamed “Abu so 
and so” after his first male child. Sometimes, however, a person 
could inherit an “Abu” designation or the word “Abu” could 
be used as a nickname for an attribute, as in the case of Abu 
Lahab (literally, the father of fire, but probably meaning one 
with a fiery temperament). Thus it is not always the case that 
a person named “Abu so and so” is the actual father of some¬ 
one by that name. The sphinx in Egypt, for example, is referred 
to as Abu 1 -Hawl, “the father of terror” or the “terrible one.” 

This Sura is highly unusual in naming a specific enemy 
of Muhammad. During the Meccan period of his prophecy, 
Muhammad was constantly persecuted and harassed. After 
he had made the hijra to Medina, his forces fought three bat¬ 
tles with his Meccan opponents and at times were on the edge 
of extinction. The Qur’an, particularly in its later Medinan 
Suras, contains numerous allusions to conflict, persecution, 
and struggles, but specific names are not given. It is only in the 
commentary tradition that these allusions are explained 
through historical discussion of specific battles and persons. 
Such discussions of Qur’anic allusions are called “occasions 
of revelation”; much Qur’anic commentary consisted of find¬ 
ing the specific occasion for each Qur’anic passage. 

In contrast to many of the Qur’anic Suras asking Muham¬ 
mad and his followers to show patience and assuring them 
that, despite the odds, they will be vindicated, this Sura offers 
a rare reflection of direct exasperation at the abuse suffered 
from a particular, named individual. 
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Sincerity / Unity 


In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 


Version 


Version 


1 

Say he is God, one 
God forever 

Not begetting, unbegotten, 

and having as an equal none 

2 

Say he is God, one 

God the refuge 

Not begetting, unbegotten, 

and having as an equal none 



Version 3 

Say he is God, one 

God th e_iock —- 

Not begetting, unbegotten, 

and having as an equal none 
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Commentary 


The MOST FAMOUS QUR’ANIC passage of tawhid (affirma¬ 
tion or divine unityj is among the shortest Suras of the Qur’an. 
In this passage, Allah is affirmed as one, not begetting, not 
begotten, and as samad , an enigmatic term in classical Arabic. 
Samad in pre-Islamic poetry meant a person whom one ap¬ 
proached for refuge. Qur’anic commentators have stressed the 
notion of perdurance and indestructibility. Indeed, there is a 
feminine form of the word samada that means a large rock. 
In the translations above I have given three versions, each at¬ 
tempting to bring out one aspect of the complex set of mean¬ 
ings this word signifies. 

Significantly, this short Sura is called by the alternative 
name of sincerity ( ikhlas ). In Islamic theology the notion of 
sincerity or authenticity is necessarily connecfed wTth ’the afi 
firmation of unity. As mentioned earlier, in Islamic theology 
and mysticism, the affirmation of unity has several facets. It af¬ 
firms that the deity has no partners or equals. In the moral 
sense, it has been interpreted as having no other aims, goals, or 
thoughts beyond the one reality or one deity. In other words, 
any other object that becomes an end in itself, a goal, is a form 
of false deity. In the theological sense, it can refer to the inte¬ 
rior unity of the deity. To give the deity separate activities (see¬ 
ing, hearing, knowing, willing) raises issues about the unity of 
God. If those attributes are eternal, then there are an eternal 
number of differing powers. If they are not eternal, then God 
can change, a notion that many Islamic philosophers, 
influenced by Aristotelian ideas about the impassivity of deity, 
found inconceivable. Finally, in many mystical theologies, 
unity involves not knowing or seeing anything but the one 
deity and—in the view of some mystical philosophers—arrival 
at a point where one’s own existence passes away into the in¬ 
finite reaches of that one God. 
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Daybreak 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Say I take refuge in the lord of the daybreak 
From the evil of what he created 
From the evil of the dark as it spreads 
From the evil of those who cast their breath 
on knots 

5 From the evil of an envier’s envy 
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Commentary 


In contemporary Islamic societies, the phrase “I 
take refuge in God” (audhu hi llah) is part of everyday con¬ 
versation. One might pronounce the phrase upon hearing 
something shocking, absurd, or unbelievable, or on hearing 
oneself praised in a way that might lead to pride. Qur’anic re¬ 
citers commonly begin each Sura with two exclamations: the 
obligatory “In the name of God the Compassionate,the Car¬ 
ing” and “I take refuge in God from Satan who is struck with 
stones.” The second exclamation refers to an ancient ritual, 
within the Islamic pilgrimage or hajj , in which which pil¬ 
grims cast stones at two pillars symbolic of Satan. The casting 
of stones is seen as a ritual casting out of evil tendencies. 

In The Daybreak, the phrase “take refuge” alludes to as¬ 
pects of popular religious culture. “Those who cast their 
breath on knots” may refer to practitioners of witchcraft or 
sorcery; blowing on knots might be an attempt to “bind” the 
soul of an intended victim through a magic spell. The word is 
in the feminine form, and women were thought to have spe¬ 
cial powers in this area of popular magic. After this appeal 
to the fear of spells and sorcery, the first “taking refuge” Sura 
ends with an evocation of the evil of the envier. 

In Mediterranean and Middle East societies, the power 
of the gaze, the look or “the eye” ( al-'ayn ) has traditionally 
been viewed with wariness. In folk practice, an overinvested 
gaze (whether of affection or malevolence) is dangerous. In¬ 
fants are especially vulnerable to the danger of “the eye.” 
Various symbols, talismans, and jewelry (including folded up 
pages of the Qur’an) are used to ward off its power. More is 
involved in such popular wisdom than “superstition,” the 
term of dismissal used by some Western and Muslim mod¬ 
ernists alike. In this Sura, for example, envy is seen as a pal¬ 
pable evil within the human condition, and such insight 
becomes central to Islamic moral psychology. 
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HUMANKIND 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

Say I take refuge in the lord of humankind 
Sovereign of humankind 
God of humankind 

From the evil of the whispering slinker 
Whispering in the breasts of humankind 
5 Of jinn and humankind 
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Commentary 


The LAST Sura is A PETITION for refuge from the evil of the 
whispering slinker or snub-nose. Satan was popularly por¬ 
trayed as having a stubby nose and as whispering, murmur¬ 
ing, or insinuating. Indeed, the whisperings of pride, envy, 
and other faults are believed by Islamic theologians to be 
produced continually by the ego-self ( nafs ) and the princi¬ 
ple of evil (Satan). Taking refuge is a form of continuous 
dhikr or remembrance. It is this constant remembrance that 
allows the human being to resist the suggestions of the whis¬ 
perings. The syntax of the last verse (of jinn and humankind) 
is ambiguous. It could be that the whispering is about the jinn 
and humankind, or by the jinn and humankind. 
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The Sura of the 
Compassionate , 
An Introduction 


All Upon It Disappears 
The Face of Your Lord Endures Forever 
Majestic and Giving 


A ccording to a popular account, Sura 
. 55, The Compassionate ( al-Rahman ), 
eludes all human and angelic attempts to do it justice in recitation; 
only God’s recitation could adequately enunciate its beauty and 
perfection. 1 The sura opens with a cascade of images and a synop¬ 
sis of Qur’anic signs of rahrna , or the creative compassion of God: 
the revelation of the Qur’an; the creation of humankind; the en¬ 
dowment of humankind with consciousness; the perfect preci¬ 
sion of creation (as epitomized by the alignment of the sun and 
moon); the reverence shown by all creatures (as exemplified by the 
bending down in prayer of the stars and moon) to their creator; 
and the imperative for justice, the weighing fairly with the scales. 
The first set of verses (1-12) closes with an evocation of fertility and 
abundance: “He [the Compassionate] spread out the earth for 
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living creatures, with fruit and dates abundant in spathes, with 
wheat in stalks of straw and with sweet basil.” That evocation is 
followed by the sura’s refrain verse: “which of the favors of your 
lord will the two of you deny?” 

The refrain presents a question. Who are the “two of you” 
being addressed? Most interpreters identify them as human and 
jinn, the two conscious species on earth. The reappearance of hu¬ 
mans and jinn later in the sura reinforces this interpretation. Other 
interpretations identify the two as the male and the female or the 
heavens and earth, in all cases reflecting a concern with the dual¬ 
ity evident throughout the sura. 

The refrain also presents a special challenge to translation. The 
Arabic original contains an incantatory rhythmic intensity: wa min 
ayyi aldti rabbikuma tukadhdhiban. In contrast to English, Arabic 
grammar allows a natural, unobtrusive expression of the dual 
through the forms of verbs and pronouns. Thus, the Arabic re¬ 
frain, repeated thirty times, resounds through the sura each time as 
a reminder of the creative reduplication of compassion, tying that 
core message into the morphology and the acoustics of the lan¬ 
guage itself. While the Arabic refrain ties the sura together, the 
English version of it can be distracting. For this reason, I place the 
refrain in indentations, to allow the reader to follow more easily 
the flow of images cascading through the sura. 

In verses 13-30, the theme of twos unfolds through enigmatic 
and lyrical signs of creative bounty. Below I quote the passage, 
leaving out several of the refrain phrases to emphasize the se¬ 
quence of imagery: 

created the human being from wet clay as if oven-fired 
created the jinn from smokeless fire 
lord of the two Easts , lord of the two Wests 
unleashed the two seas clashing 

between them a barrier they can never breach 
from them pearl and coral 

his are the ships cutting across the seas like banners 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two of you deny 
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There then follow four of the more famous mystical verses within 
the Qur’an: 

all upon it will disappear 

the face of your lord endures forever 
majestic and giving 

all on earth and all in the heavens implore his favor 
each new day a dispensation 

“All upon it” (upon the earth, the seas, the cosmic spheres) 
will pass away or disappear. 

The created world that results from the action of the Com¬ 
passionate is fleeting (fanin ). Only “the face of your lord” endures. 
The next verse proclaims that “all on earth and in the heavens im¬ 
plore him.” Earlier, verse 6 had alluded to “the stars and the trees 
bent low in worship,” with the implication that the stars and trees 
stood for all created beings in ceaseless prayer, grateful for their ex¬ 
istence. Here, in verse 27, the prayer is one of petition, and in each 
new day the Compassionate responds with a new “dispensation” 
(sha'n). These verses took on a specific importance in Islamic the¬ 
ology, poetry, and mysticism. Theologians saw them as affirming 
that God creates the world anew every moment, that the created 
universe is constantly oscillating between annihilation ( fana ) and 
recreation. Poets read the verses as indicating that in every mo¬ 
ment the divine beloved approaches the human lover and in every 
moment departs, leaving the lover in a constant state of longing, 
caught between the joy of union and the sorrow of separation. 
Sufis read the verses as indicating the passing away or annihila¬ 
tion of the ego-self and the subsequent remaining of the vision of 
God in the heart of the Sufi. In this regard, Sufis quoted a hadith in 
which God announces: “When I love my servant, I become the 
hearing with which he hears, the seeing with which he sees, the 
hands with which he touches, and the feet with which he walks.” 
For some Sufi interpreters, the divine dispensation in every new 
day signifies the constant transformation of the deity within its 
manifestations and actions in the world, the constant passing away 
and recreation of the Sufi in contemplation of the divine, and the 
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need of the servant of God to be open to each new divine com¬ 
mand, appearance, and form of self-manifestation in each new 
moment. 

all upon it will disappear 
the face of your lord endures forever 
majestic and giving 

all on earth and all in the heavens implore his favor 
each new day a dispensation 

The next verses (35-45) turn to a new key. In a tone reminis¬ 
cent of the divine argument at the end of the Biblical book of Job, 
the deity challenges humans and jinn to penetrate the expanses of 
the universe and seize the mystery of creation. The divine voice 
then turns threatening, with a stark imagistic glance at the final 
judgment and the punishment of the wicked in Jahannam: 

tribes of jinn and tribes of humans 

pierce the expanse of the heavens and earth if you are able 

you will never break through without dominion 

flames of fire and brass will engulf you defenseless 

when the sky is split red , like ointment 

on that day neither humans nor jinn will be asked about their sins 

the wicked will be known from the features that betray them 
then seized by forelocks and feet 

that will be Jahannam the wicked denied 
they will circle back and forth between it 
and a hotspring boiling 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 
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The immediacy of judgment shatters the possibility of further 
argument. The wicked are seized by the forelocks and feet. They 
are then seen moving between Jahannam and the boiling waters 
of a hot spring. They circumambulate ( yatufuna ) these two sites of 
perdition, an ironic reversal of the two other occurrences of cir- 
cumambulation in the Qur’an. In the first case, pilgrims are told to 
circumambulate the Kaaba during the hajj (and, if they wish, the 
hills of Safwa and Marwa in Mecca, the two hills between which 
Hagar circled seven times seeking water for her son Ismail). In 
the second case, the believers in paradise are circled by young men 
bearing cups of water sweeter than wine, and by the glasses of the 
heavenly drink that are constantly filled and passed around. 2 The 
circumambulation of the damned constitutes a double inversion 
of that of the believers in paradise. Those who are damned labor 
around Jahannam and a spring of boiling water. The believers, on 
the other hand, rest still as the heavenly mead and bearers of mead 
circle them. 

The sura then turns to paradise, commonly referred to as the 
garden ( al-janna). 3 But the garden doubles itself and then the two 
gardens double themselves anew. The first pair of gardens con¬ 
tain delicacies of every kind; two springs flowing; fruit in pairs; 
carpets with silken, gold brocade; virgin beauties with shy glances 
( qasirat ); and rubies and coral. From this set of twin gardens 
emerge two more gardens, with similarly depicted pairs of springs, 
fruits, gems, and beauties. The second, emerging pair contains 
subtle variations on the earlier gardens, as well as a reference to the 
huris, beautiful denizens with “eyes deep black flashing white, shy 
eyes sheltered in pavilions.” 

Western scholars influenced by Biblical-source criticism sug¬ 
gest that two different oral traditions of the paradise gardens may 
have been redacted into the same sura. 4 Regardless of our view of 
the historical origins or redaction of the depictions, they serve well 
to enhance the message and effect of the sura. For those retracing 
the creative process in the ascent to paradise, it is only fitting that 
each garden would open onto another, each stream lead back to 
another, each panel of imagistic clues to the divine presence be 
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followed by yet another. Nor is the repetition, with slight varia¬ 
tions, of the clues of paradise necessarily a literary fault, as is often 
assumed by those demanding linear narrative sequence in the 
Qur’an. The repeated flashes of imagery act more like the flashes of 
recurring, almost identical dreams, or memories. (In Sura 56, 
which follows The Compassionate and which takes up the same 
themes, repeated images occur in short and more frequent bursts.) 

The celestial virgins of Qur’anic paradise have generated a 
controversy far more heated than that surrounding the narrative 
structure of the verses. Some Western critics of Islam have con¬ 
demned what they interpret as a paradise of sexual gratification, 
thus championing what they assert as the more refined, chaste par¬ 
adise of Christianity. Such criticisms go hand in hand with unfa¬ 
vorable comparisons of the active sexual life of Muhammad to 
the alleged celibacy of the Biblical Jesus. In reaction, many modern 
Muslim Qur’an interpretations emphasize that the virgin beauties 
are in fact the spouses of the men who are saved. Others argue 
that the Qur’anic passages mentioning them are referring purely to 
platonic rather than sexual love. 5 

The first Muslims would have recognized the kind of paradise 
imagery found in The Compassionate from the nasib , or “remem¬ 
brance of the lost beloved” of Arabic poetry. The nasib evokes a 
beloved irretrievably lost to the poet, a beloved that slips beyond 
the ability of the poet to capture in language or to retrieve her in 
space and time. The efforts to recall the beloved devolve into ex¬ 
tended similes, leading ultimately to the depiction of a lush garden. 
A reference to the beloved’s kiss might spark a reverie about wine 
which would lead to a reference to pure water in a running brook 
in an oasis at evening when the cooling shadows fall, or a reference 
to the scent of her hair might recall the scent of the east wind from 
a distant oasis bearing with it the fragrance, color, and refreshment 
of the flowers as they open in blossom. Sometimes the poet tries to 
forget the beloved, in banquets involving wine, poetry, and song. 
The efforts at consolation or distraction fail. As the wine is served 
and the singing girls break into song or verse, the poet, far from 
forgetting the beloved, remembers her all the more. Poets are said 
to describe the beloved, but she most often slips beyond the words; 
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the words of the poets depict not the beloved herself but the lost 
garden, her symbolic analogue. 

The Qur'an recalls poetic scenes but re-situates them. The gar¬ 
den appears not as an evocation of what time, fate, and age have 
taken away, but as a meditative longing for a horizon just beyond 
mortal life. The bounties of the created world stand forth vividly 
within the sura and are then transformed into signs of the cre¬ 
ative compassion from which they flow. For many, the features of 
paradise bear a double significance as well, standing forth vividly 
yet suggesting what is beyond the power of words and descrip¬ 
tion; indicating the “face" of the lord, that aspect of The Compas¬ 
sionate that can be intimated in human language, while at the 
same time pointing to an infinite depth beyond. 6 


Endnotes 

1. The same tradition confers a special place as well on Sura 36 ( Ya 
Sin) to which no human recitation, but only Gabriel (and of course God) 
can do justice. For a discussion of The Compassionate, see M.A.S. Abdel 
Haleem, “Context and Internal Relationships: Keys to Qur'anic Exege¬ 
sis,” G.R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef eds., Approaches to the 
Qur'an (London: Routledge, 1993), 71-98. 

2. For the circumambulation of the Kaaba, or bayt al-‘atiq (ancient 
house), and of the hills of Safa and Marwa, see Q 22:29; 2:138. For the be¬ 
lievers circled by the drinks and drink bearers of paradise, see Q 37:45; 
43:71; 52:25; 55:44; 56:18; 76:15; 76:19. For the only other Qur'anic use of a 
word based upon t/w/f to refer to a circling motion, see Q 68:19, which re¬ 
counts God's sweeping or circling destruction of a garden whose tillers 
forgot that all fruits were there by divine will. 

3. For an overview of Qur’anic language and concepts of paradise, see 
Leah Kinberg, “Paradise,” Encyclopaedia of the Qur'an , vol. 4 (Leiden: 
Brill: 2004), 11-20. 

4. See John Wansbrough, Qur'anic Studies , ed. Andrew Rippin 
(Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2004), 25-27. 

5. Classical religious scriptures in all major religions addressed 
patriarchal societies. The major religions continue to struggle with gen¬ 
der issues raised in such texts. Unfortunately, the polemic between 
Christianity and Islam, though raising a great deal of smoke, has failed 
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to encourage honest and open debate concerning gender. The 2003 “Af¬ 
fair of the White Raisins” exemplifies perfectly the polemic in question. A 
dense scholarly book, published in 2000 and composed in German with 
Arabic and Aramaic quotations, burst into the popular American press. 
The author, who wrote under the pseudonym Christoph Luxenberg, ex¬ 
plored the Arabic text of the Qur’an, the history of its script, and its re¬ 
lation to Aramaic and Syriac. He traced the origins of the Qur’an to a 
Syro-Aramaic Christian liturgical text and argued that Qur’anic refer¬ 
ences to beautiful youths of paradise, female and male, were garbled ver¬ 
sions of words for fruits in the original Syro-Aramaic. Qur’anic allusions 
to wine or sweet water, he maintained, were misinterpretations of Chris¬ 
tian texts celebrating the passion and redemption of Jesus Christ as the 
eternal wine. Luxenberg also identified the Arabic hur (the Arabic term 
for beauty of the flashing eye that was identified by Islamic and Western 
interpreters as a metaphor for celestial virgins) with an xAramaic term 
meaning “white raisins.” Luxenberg's scholarly study posed important 
questions concerning grammar and script in the Qur’anic tradition, even 
for those who do not share his assumptions concerning the origins of 
the Qur’an. In the post 9/11 environment, however, editorialists in Europe 
and North America seized upon Luxenberg’s theories in a manner that 
revealed classic Western misconceptions about Islam. The “white raisins” 
theory, they wrote, could solve Middle East terrorism: surely the zeal of 
would-be suicide bombers would wane, once Muslims were taught that 
72 white raisins, not 72 virgins, awaited the suicide bombers in heaven. In 
fact, the Qur’an promises paradise to all who pray, believe, and do good 
works, not just to warrior martyrs. In addition, the Qur'an does not men¬ 
tion 72 virgins at all; the 72-virgins tradition, used by some groups to mo¬ 
tivate suicide bombers, stems instead from a hadith of uncertain 
authenticity. The long polemic and counter-polemic have reduced the 
Qur’anic language of suggestion, symbol, and allusion to a reductive de¬ 
bate over whether or not there will be biological sex in paradise. For the 
popular press reactions, see “Scholars Scrutinize the Koran’s Origin: A 
Promise of Moist Virgins or Dried Fruit?” New York Times (and Inter¬ 
national Herald Tribune ), March 4, 2002; and Newsweek International , 
“Challenging the Qur’an,” July 28, 2003. For Luxenberg’s scholarly study, 
see Christoph Luxenberg, Die syro-aramdische Lesart des Koran: ein 
Beitragzur Entschliisselung der Koransprache (Berlin: Das Arabische Buch, 
2000). 

6. The Compassionate employs the patterns of sounds and meaning 
typical of Qur’anic language and discussed in the following chapter. 
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Contributing to the same sense of interwoven patterns of unity and co¬ 
hesion are the lexical matrices found in the sura. For example, words 
based upon m/r/j occupy a special place in The Compassionate, tying dis¬ 
parate images and concepts together. Of words based on this radical, the 
sura contains two instances of marjan (coral), w. 22 and 58; one of 
maraja (he unleashed or let loose), v. 19; and one of marij (smokeless 
fire), v. 15. The latter two usages are rare in Arabic. 
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The Compassionate 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

The Compassionate 

Taught the Qur'an 

Created humankind 

Made the human being aware 
the sun and the moon aligned 
5 the stars and trees bent low in worship 

Raised the sky and set the balance— 
never cheat in the balance 
weigh fairly with the scale 
don't short the measure— 

10 Spread out the earth for living creatures 
with fruit and dates in spathes 
wheat with stalks and leaves 
and fragrant herbs 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

Created the human being from wet clay as if oven-fired 
15 Created the jinn from smokeless fire 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

Lord of the two Easts, lord of the two Wests 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

Unleashed the two seas clashing 
20 Between them a barrier they can never breach 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 
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From them pearl and coral 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

His are the ships cutting across the seas like banners 
25 and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

All upon it disappears 

The face of your lord endures forever 
Majestic and giving 

All in the heavens and on earth implore him 
Each new day a dispensation 
30 and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

We shall turn to you, weighty ones, both! 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

Assemblies of jinn and of humankind 

Pierce the expanse of heavens and earth 
if you are able 

Without dominion you will fail 
and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

35 Flames of fire and brass will be sent upon you 
defenseless 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

When the sky is split red, like ointment 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

On that day neither humans nor jinn 
will be asked about their sins 
40 and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 
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The wicked will be known from the features 
that betray them, 
then seized by forelocks and feet 
and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

That will be Jahannam the wicked denied 

They will circle back and forth between it 
and a hot spring boiling 

45 and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

And for one who fears the station of his lord 
Two gardens 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

in lush profusion 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

50 In each of them two springs flowing 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

In each of them fruit in pairs of every kind 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

They will recline on carpets with silken interiors 
and gold brocade 

The fruit of the two gardens bending near 

55 and which of the favors of your lord will the two 

of you deny 

Among them beauties with shy glances 
undeflowered by human or jinn 
and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

Like ruby and coral 
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and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

60 Is there reward for graciousness but graciousness 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

And there before these two, two gardens 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

Two of them dark green 

65 and which of the favors of your lord will the two 

of you deny 

In each, two springs pouring 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

In them fruits and dates and pomegranates 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

70 In them are women good and fair 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

Eyes deep black flashing white, shy eyes 
sheltered in pavilions 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

Undeflowered by man or jinn 

75 and which of the favors of your lord will the two 

of you deny 

Reclining on green cushions and silk-lined carpets 

exquisite 

and which of the favors of your lord will the two 
of you deny 

Blessed be the name of your lord, majestic and giving 
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A muezzin chanting the call to prayer. 





Hearing the Qur'an: 
The Call to Prayer 
and Six Suras 


I N THE TUNISIAN TOWN of Kairouan, one 
of the ancient cities of Islam, the mina- 
r ets and domes of the mosques ^ re the major markers of the sky¬ 
line. If one sits on the roof, as people in the Middle East and North 
Africa are accustomed to do, one can look out over a whitewashed 
city, over square roofs leading like highways through the rounded 
domes and past the minarets. 

The minaret i s a t ower built for the call to prayer (adhan ) . 1 
The name for the person who chants the call to prayer, t fre muezz in 
( tnuadhdhin ), means simply one who performs the adhan or call 
to prayer. Because each muezzin calculates on his own the exact 
time of the call to prayer, and because of the distances among the 
mosques, the various muezzin calls begin at slightly different times. 
From a center city rooftop, one can hear several calls, with long, 
sweeping voices coming in from different directions. The call to 
prayer, in its distinctive chant, is one of the most memorable 
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a/ 


v/ 


sounds for those who visit Islamic societies. Few who have lived 
there can forget waking to the sound of the predawn adhan , or 
hearing the dusk adhan in the gentle coolness of evening as the col¬ 
ors of the landscape soften in the waning sunlight. 

The ca ll to prayer punctuates d ai ly life five times, drawing peo¬ 
ple out of their everyday preoccupation to matters of ultimate con¬ 
cern. It also contains a key Qur’anic passage and epitomizes the 
sound quality of Qur’anic recitation. Because of its pervasiveness in 
Islamic societies and its condensed manner of capturing the sound 
quality of the Qur’an, the call to prayer is the perfect beginning 
point in hearing the Qur’an. In this chapter, I have compiled a 
sound chart and commentary for the call to prayer and for six of 
the Suras discussed in this volume. Each sound chart includes a 
tran slite ration of the Arabic into English syllables, along with a 
word-by-word gloss that can be used to follow the recitation. 

Those.who perform the call to prayer are performing a kind 
of recitation* one of the most venerated activities within Islamic 
culture and civilization. In traditional Islamic cultures, children 
begin their primary education by learning to recite the short Suras 
of the Qur’an. Throughout different stages of life, people recite on 
various occasions and take part in recitation circles, led by a shaykh , 
or master reciter. The rules of recitation are called tajwid and in¬ 
volve strict standards about when and how to make elisions be¬ 
tween words, when and how to draw out certain vowel sounds or 
make certain sound effects with consonants. These rules are not 
like a musical overlay. Indeed for Muslims, the Qur’an is not 
“sung” and is not considered music. Instead, the literary and rhyth¬ 
mic qualities of the text are extensions of the inherent quality of the 
text itself rather than superimposed musical ornamentations. 

Classical Arabic, like classical Greek or Latin, is based on a 
quantitative system of vowels and consonants, rather than on the 
accentual system used in English. Each of the three major vowels 
(a, i, u) can be short or long. A long vowel, transliterated in English 
with a macron (a), is extended or held for twice the length of a 
short vowel. In Arabic metrics, a long vowel, or a short vowel fol¬ 
lowed by two consonants forms a long syllable, while a short vowel 
followed by a single consonant forms a short syllable. The Qur’an 
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does not use the formal meters of Arabic poetry, which are based 
on combinations of long and short syllables that together form a 
metrical foot. Nevertheless, the Qur’an makes extraordinary use 
of the sounds and rhythms of Arabic. 

Two of the most important effects governed by the rules of 
tajwid are extension ( madd) and hu mm ing ory nasalization 
(ghunna). The madd is the elongation of long vowels at the end of 
verses and in other, defined situations. The a sound is the major 
or tonic of Qur’anic sound figures. It is combined with key terms 
in a way that brings out aspects of gender, emotion, and spirit. 
The second effect, ghunna , is a nasalized hum that occurs with 
certain combinations of n and m or doubled n. These effects can be 
heard with particular significance in the Sura of Destiny. The art 
of tajwid includes numerous other sound effects, but the sound 
analysis below will focus on the two most typical and important ef¬ 
fects of madd and ghunna . 

Qur’anic recitation varies from country to country and indi¬ 
vidual to individual, but there are two basic styles. The style called 
ta r til is a stea dy, even chant, w ithoutelaborate melodic flourishes. 
One would never describe it as plain, however. It has an extraor¬ 
dinary expressive power. The second style of Qur’anic recitation is 
called tajwid (the same word used for the basic rules of recitation) 
or tajawwud JJCaj wi d oi ^taja wwud is a more elaborate st yle. The 
reciter may pause between each breath, allowing what he has re¬ 
cited in one full breath to echo over a meditative silence before 
beginning another full-breath recitation. Because the more elabo¬ 
rate tajawwud style involves dramatic use of madd with elaborate 
vocal flourishes, it is often not possible to finish an entire verse or 
verse section in one breath. In such cases, the reciter will back up 
a few words in the next breath recitation to begin from a logical 
break in the text, allowing for a kind of weaving of the verbal text 
through sound. 

The enclosed CD offers recitations of the last section of the 
Qur’an, which can be used in connection with the sound charts of 
the call to prayer and the six Suras below. 

Facing each sound chart is a short commentary describing the 
major sound figures and how they combine with meaning. The 
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point in presenting these commentaries is not that particular 
sounds have inherent meaning in themselves, but that the Qur’an 
shapes sounds into particularly powerful combinations with mean¬ 
ing and feeling to create an effect in which sound and meaning are 
intertwined. Such combinations are not confined to a single 
word—such as an interjection (like the English “aha!” or “oh!”) 
or the figure of speech known as onomatopoeia where the sound of 
a word echoes the effect it signifies (as in the English to “whirr”)— 
' rather, they cross the boundaries of words. They thereby create a 
textual harmonics of sound figures with emotional, semantic, and 
gendered implications. 

For a preliminary sense of how these sound figures might func¬ 
tion in the Qur’an, let us look at a different mode of speech. In the 
U.S. presidential race of 1956 the phrase “I like Ike” became a cen¬ 
terpiece of Dwight Eisenhower’s campaign and one of the most 
successful advertising jingles in history. The linguist Roman Jakob- 
son analyzed the phrase in detail, explaining how its success was 
only partly due to the rhyming. The meaning of the word “like,” 
Jakobson argued, was transferred to Ike in an acoustical way that 
works beyond and beneath the explicit message. In such case a 
sound becomes emotive; that is, it takes on a sense of emotion, a 
certain emotional coloring. 

Let me emphasize that the sound (in this case ay ), has no emo¬ 
tional coloring in itself, but takes it on only insofar as it is placed 
within certain relationships. The positive feelings “ay” picks up 
are due to the assonance that links the “ay” sound in I, like, and Ike. 
The center word “like” contains both the “ay” of “I” and the “ay/c” 
of “Ike”; in other words the sounds of “like” acoustically embrace 
the entire three words and lend the meaning of like to all three 
words. The good feelings picked up by the sound “ay” are then 
transferred to the nickname “Ike” in a way that works beneath the 
explicit, conscious message and engages the subconscious as well. 

There is a skepticism in our culture shown about claims that 
sound patterns work in subcons cious wavs. The counterproof to 
such skepticism is found in the billions of dollars spent by adver¬ 
tising agencies to get just the right name for a product and right 
H sound for a jingle. Any advertising executive can tell you that the 
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slightest alteration in an ad’s sound pattern can make or break the 
success of a product. 2 

In terms of value, use, and meaning in people’s lives, a sacred 
text and an advertising jingle are at opposite edges of the spectrum. 
Yet the text of the Qur’an is made up of features common to all 
language. If sound patterns, at a very basic level, have such a pow¬ 
erful effect in the banal context of marketing, imagine the effect of 
far deeper patterns extended through a sacred text that raises ques¬ 
tions about the meaning of life, the source of life, the end of life, 
and the source of knowledge. A vital feature of the Qur’an, 
and one of the reasons for its extraordinary resistance to transla¬ 
tion, is its underlying sound vision. In the passages below, I will 
concentrate on one particular sound pattern, formed around the 
a sound, that brings together emotion, meaning, and gender 
associations. 

First I have translated the call to prayer and six suras. After 
each translation, you will find a transliteration and a word-by¬ 
word gloss. The gloss follows the Arabic word order, so you can fol¬ 
low the Arabic as it is recited. Such glosses are notations meant 
only to be used with the Arabic transliteration; they do not make 
sense according to English grammar. However, when you have 
read the translation, it should be possible to understand the gloss 
even when the word order is not grammatical in English. Facing 
each translation, transliteration and gloss is a set of sound nota¬ 
tions, explaining how the Sura is recited and how the major aspects 
of sound within it are open to being formed into sound figures. 
These sound notations focus upon the development of sound fig¬ 
ures within each Sura. In the final chapter of this book, I will ex¬ 
amine the fuller significance of the sound figures as they are 
formed across the boundaries of different Suras. 
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Call to Prayer (Sunni) 

( adhan ) 

Allahu Akbar (God is most great) 

I testify that there is no god but God 

I testify that Muhammad is the messenger of God 

Come (alive) to the prayer 

Come (alive) to flourishing 

Allahu Akbar (God is most great) 

There is no god but God 


allahu akbar 




j-tN* God is most great 


ashhadu an la ilaha ilia llah 

I testify that (there is) no god but God 



(four times) 
(twice) 
(twice) 
(twice) 
(twice) 
(twice) 
(once) 

(four times) 


(twice) 


ashhadu anna muhammadan 
I testify that Muhammad 

hayy ‘ala 

to 


come (alive) 
hayy 

come (alive) 


rasulu llah (twice) 

is the messenger of God 

^ (twice) 


s-sala 


‘ala 

to 





1 -falah 
flourishing 


allahu akbar 
God is most great 

la ilaha ilia llah 
(there is) no god but God 


(twice) 

(twice) 

(once) 


<XA - S 

\t or . 

^Is / 

“A Si** 
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The Call to Prayer begins WITH Allahu Akbar (Allah or God 


is most great), a p hrase that orients the worshipper toward G od 
as the center of reality. The first two repetitions are quick and stac- v 
'cato. In the third and fourth repetitions, the a sound is extended 
and modulated, setting the tone for the rest of the call to prayer 
and reflecting in amplified form a distinctive feature of all 
Qur’anic recitation. 

After the repetitions of Allahu Akbar , known as the takblr , the 
Muezzin then recites: I testify that there is no god but God. The 
phrase “no god but God” is used in the Qur’an and contains, in a 
particularly condensed form, the Qur’anic use of sound: 


la 

no 


ilaha 

god 


ilia 

but 


llah 

God 


The entire phrase, known as the tahlll, is based on the a , 1 and 
h sounds in various combinations. The tahlll is the first part of 
The Islamic testimony or shahada , which is the first of the five pil¬ 
lars of Islam. The second part of the testimony then follows, re¬ 
peated twice: 


“I testify that Muhammad is the messenger of God.” 


After the completion of the shahada , the Muezzin calls the 
faithful to prayer. Hayy, usually translated as “come,” also con¬ 
notes “come alive” or “live.” The word for flourishing, falah, in¬ 
dicates the fulfillmen t (in this world, the next world or both) 
promised in the Qur’an to those who carry out the prayer and 
work for justice. 

The adhan then ends with the repetition of the takblr (allahu 
akbar ) and the tahlll (la ilaha ilia llah). The last phrase is drawn out 
in a sustained, emotive cadence. It embodies the Qur’anic sound 


quality of huzn , or existential sadne ss at the ; 
f rom their source . The reminder of that separation is also a call to 
turn back to home. 
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Call to Prayer (Shi'ite) 

(. adhan ) 


Allahu Akbar (God is most great) (four times) 

I testify that there is no god but God (twice) 

I testify that Muhammad is the messenger of God (twice) 

Come (alive) to the prayer (twice) 

Come (alive) to flourishing (twice) 

Allahu Akbar (God is most great) (twice) 

There is no god but God (twice) 

allahu jJdjar^ (four times) 

God is most great 


ashhadu an 
I testify that (there is) 


la ilaha ilia llah (twice) 
no god but God 


ashhadu anna muhammadan rasulu llah (twice) 


I testify that Muhammad 

is the messenger 

waliyyu llah] 

of God 

[ashhadu 

anna 

‘aliyyan 

qAa jAp*- 0 

[I testify 

that 

‘Ali is 

the Wali of God] 

[ashhadu 

anna 

‘aliyyan 

hujjatu llah] 


[I testify 

that 

‘Ali is 

the proof of God] 


hayy 


‘ala 

s-sala 

(twice) 

come (alive) 


to 

the prayer 


hayy 


‘ala 

1 -falah 

(twice) 

come (alive) 


to 

flourishing 


hayy 


‘ala 

khayri l-‘amal 

(twice) 

come (alive) 


to 

the best work 


allahu akbar 




(twice) 

God is most great 





la ilaha ilia llah (twice) 

(there is) no god but God 
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In ShiTTE PRACTICE, the muezzin chants the tahlil (la ilaha ilia 
llah —there is no god but God) twice in two places where the Sunni 
muezzin recites it once. The most distinctive part of the Shi'ite 
call to prayer is the formula hayy ‘ala khayri l-'amal (come alive 
to the best work) added after hayy ‘ala l-falah (come alive to flour¬ 
ishing). 

The Shi'ite muezzin may also add two other formulas imme¬ 
diately after the testimony ashhadu anna muhammadan rasulu llah 
(I testify that Muhammad is the messenger of God): 

ashhadu anna ‘aliyyan waliyyu llah 
I testify that ‘Ali is the Wali of God 

ashhadu anna ‘aliyyan hujjatu llah 
I testify that c Ali is the proof of God 

The word wali used in the first formula is one of those words 
that defies any single translation. It means a close friend. But it 
also designates someone who has been placed in a position of au¬ 
thority by his master ( mawla ), a word based on the same Arabic 
root (w/l/y) as wali. God is frequently addressed as “my lord” or 
“our lord” ( mawlaya, mawlana). Wali then bears connations of in¬ 
timate friendship, servanthood (to the mawla), and authority 
(over whom the lord has entrusted his wali). In most of the Islamic 
world, those who have achieved special holiness are given the hon¬ 
orific title of wali, a word commonly translated as saint, but which 
carries all three of the meanings mentioned above. In Shifism, ‘Ali 
was the first Imam, the designated leader of the community based 
upon the Qur’an, the revelation that was completed with the death 
of the prophet Muhammad. c Ali was also God’s hujja (proof or ev¬ 
idence), an honorific with an equally rich set of associations. 

Muslim tradition holds that Muhammad instituted the adhan 
shortly after he arrived in Medina. Muhammad and his compan¬ 
ions entertained a number of possible signals to mark the time 
for prayer, including the sound of a wooden clapper (as used By. 
eastern Christians) or of a ram’s horn, or fire as a visual cue. One 
companion dreamed of someone vocally calling the faithful to 
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Entrance to the Shaykh Lutfullah mosque in Isfahan, Iran. 
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prayer and that method was adapted. Because the adhan was in¬ 
stituted before Shifites believe that ‘Ali’s role had been manifested, 
the two formulas on ‘Ali are not constituted part of the adhan 
proper when they are recited. 

The differences in Shifite and Sunni adhans need to be ac¬ 
knowledged but not exaggerated. There are also variations among 
different Sunni schools of law in how many times a formula 
should be chanted. In addition, the first morning adhan includes 
the formula as-salatu khayrun min an-nawm (prayer is better than 
sleep). The central focus of the adhan , amid these variants, re¬ 
mains constant. Throughout Islam, as the call to prayer is chanted, 
the congregation in the mosque repeats it as they stand in readi¬ 
ness to perform the prayer. Instead of the hayy (come alive to) 
verses, they recite la hawla wa la quwwata ilia bi-llah (there is no 
power and no might except with God). 
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i 


The Opening 


In the name of God the Compassionate the Caring 
Praise be to God lord sustainer of the worlds 
the Compassionate the Caring 
master of the day of reckoning 
5 To you we turn to worship 

and to you we turn in time of need 
Guide us along the road straight 
the road of those to whom you are giving 
not those with anger upon them 
not those who have lost the way 


1 


2 


bi smi llahi r-rahmani r-rahlm 

In the name of God the Compassionate the Caring 


al-hamdu li llahi rabbi Kalamin 

praise be to God lord sustainer of the worlds 


3 ir-rahmani r-rahim 

the Compassionate the Caring 


4 

maliki 


yawmi 

d-dln 


master 


of the day 

of reckoning 

5 

iyaka 


na‘budu 



to you 


we turn to worship 



wa 

iyaka 

nastaTn 



and 

to you 

we turn in time of need 

6 

ihdina 


s-sirata 

1 -mustaqim 


guide us 


on the road 

straight 

7 

sirata 


l-ladhlna 

an‘amta ‘alayhim 


the road 


of those 

you have given to whom 



ghayri 

1 -maghdubi ‘alayhim 



not those with 

anger upon them 



wa la 

d-dalln 



not 

those who have gone astray 
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Sound Cues for The Opening 


The basic sound pattern of The Opening consists of an end-rhyme 
in in, along with a long-a sound in each verse with the in end- 
rhyme. The short verses and strong use of end-rhyme put the sura 
squarely in the area of the hymnic suras. Verses 9-10 are somewhat 
longer and break the hymnic pattern with a non-rhymic verse end 
Calayhim) and a more prosaic style, with the same word repeated 
at the end of both verses. The tension caused by this interruption 
of the rhythm and rhyme is then released in the final verse, which 
is a particularly condensed example of the long-a and in rhyme. 
The effect of returning to the basic sound pattern is heightened 
by the drawing out of the long-a in dalin through the technique 
of madd , even as the in is drawn out as obligatory at the end of a 
verse. 

The elegant simplicity of the sound patterns complements the 
basic prayer of praise and of petition, even as the condensed qual¬ 
ity of the sounds and short verses fits what is in fact a microcosm 
of basic Qur’anic beliefs in the compassionate creator, the day of 
reckoning, and the need for guidance. 
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The Tearing 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

When the sky is torn 
When the stars are scattered 
When the seas are poured forth 
When the tombs are burst open 
5 Then a soul will know what it has given 

and what it has held back 
Oh, O human being 

what has deceived you about your generous 
lord 

who created you and shaped you and made 
you right 

In whatever form he willed for you, set you 

But no. Rather. You deny the reckoning 
10 that over you they are keeping watch 
ennobled beings, writing down 
knowing what it is you do 

The pure of heart will be in bliss 
The hard of heart will be in blazing fire 
15 the day of reckoning, burning there— 

they will not evade that day 

What can tell you of the day of reckoning 
Again, what can tell you of the day of reckoning 
A day no soul has a say for another 

and the decision is at that time with God 
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The Tearing, Verses 1—8 




bi smi 

llahi 

r-rahmani 

r-rahim 

In the name 

of God 

the Compassionate 

the Caring 

l 

idha 

s-samau 

nfatarat 



when 

the sky 

is torn 


2 

wa idha 

1 -kawakibu 

n tatharat 



and when 

the stars 

are strewn 


3 

wa idha 

1 -biharu 

fujjirat 



and when 

the seas 

are poured forth 

4 

wa idha 

1 -qufrwru 

buthirat 



and when 

the tombs 

are burst open 

5 

‘alimat 

nafsun 

ma qaddamat 

wa akhkharat 


then will know 

a soul 

what it has given 

and held back 

6 

ya ayyuha 

1 -insanu 

ma gharraka 



oh, o 

human 

what has deluded 





bi rabbika 1-karfra 

you from your generous lord 

7 

al-lad/n khalaqaka 

fa sawwaka 

fa ‘adalak 


who created you 

then formed you then set you right 

8 

ft a yyi 

siiratin 

ma sha’a 

rakkabak 


in whatever 

form 

he wished 

he set you 


1 


cXajCk^^ 

^Ha^CsA l J 


1 


■^tx-CV^'^ — U*W=^To»^ 
9 ^ 
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Sound Cues for The Tearing, Verses 1-8 

Verse Endings. Verses 1 through 5 end with a staccato assonance 
based on consonants and short vowels {fatarat , intatharat y fujji- 
raty buthiraty akhkharat). Verse 6 changes the end-rhyme to im 
(karim ) and the long vowel at the end of the verse is extended 
through maddy giving a softening and deepening effect. Verses 7 
through 8 then return to the more staccato, consonant-filled end¬ 
ing (‘ adalaky rakkabak). 

Major Sound Patterns. In verses 1 through 5,7 and 8, the consonants 
and short vowels at the end of the verses are balanced by the long 
vowels in the center. In verse 1, the a is extended further by madd. 
Thus one can trace two major sound patterns, with the long vow¬ 
els down the middle axis of the sura and the consonant, staccato 
patterns at the end of the lines. In the transliteration of verses 1 
through 8, the d’s are in bold, while the consonant patterns and 
other long vowels are in italic. 

Break. Verse 6 offers a complete and radical change from verses 1 
through 5. The staccato patterns and consonants give way com¬ 
pletely to a sequence of long vowels. These long vowels pick up the 
long vowels that were in the center of verses 1 through 4, but extend 
them throughout the Sura. The long vowels allow the reciter to 
bring out the sadness and plaintive quality of the lament given in 
verse 6, u Oh, O human being, what has deceived you about your 
generous lord.” This lament contrasts in tone with the roughness of 
the previous verses and their evocation of the apocalypse. 

Return. Verses 7 through 8 return a pattern similar to that of 1 
through 5, but with a slightly different rhythm. When hearing the 
recitation, then, we hear three different cadences: verses 1 through 
5, verse 6, and then verses 7 and 8, with verse 6 marking a shift in 
tone, rhyme, vowel coloration, and emotion. 

Ghunna: A strong ghunna or nasalization occurs in verse 8 in sura- 
tin ma (“image that”). The n of suratin and the m of ma form a 
unit that is drawn out into a deep hum by the reciter. 
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The Tearing, Verses 9-19 


kalla bal 
but rather 

tukadhdhifrwna 
you call a lie 

bi d-din 
the reckoning 

wa inna 
but indeed 

‘alaykum 
over you 

la hdflzin 
are guardians 

kiraman 


kati bln 

generous 


writing 

yaTarawna 
they know 

ma 

what 

taf‘a lun 
you do 

inna 

indeed 

1 -abrara 
the innocent 

la fl nalm 
are in bliss 

wa inna 
and 

1 -fujjara 
the wicked 

la fi jahim 
are in Jahim 

yaslawnaha 
burning in it 

yawm 
on the day 

ad -din 
of reckoning 

wa ma hum 
and they are not 

‘anha 
from it 

bi gha y ibtn 
to be absent 

wa ma 

and what 

adraka ma 
can tell you what 

yawm ud -din 
is the day of reckoning 

thumma ma 
and then, what 

adraka ma 
can tell you what 

yawm ud -din 
is the day of reckoning 

yawma 
a day 

la tamliku 

does not have a say 

nafsun li nafsin shay'a 
a soul for another at all 

wa 1-amru 
and the amr 

yawmahdhin 
on that day 

li llah 

(is, will be) with God 
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Sound Cues The Tearing, Verses 9-19 

Verse Endings. With the exception of verse 19, all the verses end 
with a long vowel and consonant, and the long vowel is elongated 
further through madd. Thus, verses 9 through 18 bring back the 
pattern that was an exception in the previous eight verses, that of 
verse 6 which ended with the word for generous ( karlm ). The two 
endings used are in and un , which are viewed as nearly identical 
in Arabic poetics. The soft, extended long vowels at the end of the 
verses give this part of the Sura a much different flavor. They allow 
the reciter to extend the note of Qur’anic huzn or sadness. 

Major Sound Patterns. In these verses, the a sound patterns con¬ 
trast, not as in verses 1 through 8 with consonant clusters, but with 
the I and u patterns that are found at the end of the verses and in 
various other places and are marked with italics in the sound chart. 
The a sounds continue the emotive intensity they picked up from 
their position in the center of the verses depicting the apocalypse 
in verses 1 through 3, while the I and u patterns set up a mournful 
meditation on human forgetfulness and denial, and on the choices 
that each human can make. The final verse breaks the pattern with 
a series of short vowels and consonants, ending with the words 
“with/to God” li llah. Here the a is used in a new tone, that of a 
sigh, perhaps, contrasting with the emotive intensity of its use 
earlier in the Sura. 

A Nonpersonification. The word ha (her/it) in some Suras clearly 
refers to women. In others it refers to objects with only grammat¬ 
ical gender. In others still (Sura 97, 99,101) it forms a partial per¬ 
sonification that merits translation as “her.” In verses 15 and 16 
above, the antecedent of ha is Jahlm, the mysterious word associ¬ 
ated with the fate of the rejectors at the day of reckoning. Trans¬ 
lating ha in this case as “her” would be unjustified, but in the 
Arabic it does take on a tinge of gender association, not only from 
its grammatical gender but also from the way the word ha has be¬ 
come a sound figure for a feminine being in other Suras involving 
the day of reckoning. While a translator might make a decision to 
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translate some words as implicit personifications (choosing “him” 
or “her” over “it”), in other cases, where the choice has to be “it,” 
the Arabic text still carries a gender undercurrent that cannot be 
conveyed in English. 
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THE SUN 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

By the sun and her brightening 
By the moon when it follows her 
By the day when it displays her 
By the night when it veils her 
5 By the sky and what constructed her 

By the earth and what shaped her 
By the soul and what formed her 
and revealed her debased and revealed her faithful 
Whoever honors her flourishes 
10 Whoever defiles her fails 

The people of Thamud called truth a lie 
in their inhumanity 
when they sent out their worst 

The messenger of God said 
God's camel mare 
give her water! 

They called him liar 

and hamstrung her for the slaughter 
15 Then their lord rumbled down upon them 
for their crime and wiped them away 
with no fear of what came after 
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The Sura of the Sun 


bi 

smi 

llahi 

r-rahmani 

r-rahim 

In the name 

of God the Compassionate 

the Caring 

1 

wa sh-shamsi 

wa 

duhaha 



by the sun 

and 

her brightening 


2 

wa 1-qamari 

idha 

talaha 



by the moon 

when 

it follows her 


3 

wa n-nahari 

idha 

jallaha 



by the day 

when 

it reveals her 


4 

wa 1-layli 

idha 

yaghshaha 



by the night 

when 

it veils her 


5 

wa s-sama’i 

wa ma 

banaha 



by the sky 

and what 

constructed her 


6 

wa 1-ardi 

wa ma 

tahaha 



by the earth 

and what 

spread her out 


7 

wa nafsin 

wa ma 

sawwaha 



by a soul 

and what 

shaped her 


8 

fa alhamaha 

fujuraha 

wa taqwaha 


and taught her 

her degradation and her faithfulness 

9 

qad aflaha 

man 

zakkaha 



has flourished 

whoever 

purifies her 


10 

wa qad khaba 

man 

dassaha 



has failed 

whoever 

degrades her 


li 

kadhdhabat 

thamudu 

bi 

taghwaha 


denied 

Thamud 

through their 

oppression 

12 

idh 

inba c atha 


ashqaha 


when 

was sent forth 

their worst 
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13 


fa qala lahum rasulu llahi 
so said to them the prophet of God: 


naqata llahi 

“The camel mare of God 


wa suqyaha 

so give her water” 


14 fa 
and 


kadhdhabuhu fa ‘aqaruha 
they denied him and hamstrung her 


fadamdama ‘alayhim. rabbuhum bi dhanbihim 

so poured forth upon them their lord for their crime 

fa sawwaha 

and wiped them away 

15 wa la yakhafu ‘uqbaha 

and did not fear the consequence 
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Sound Cues for The Sun 

Verse Endings. The verses all end in the assonance/rhyme “aha” 
and the a sound is intensified by previous phrases such as wa ma or 
idha. The ha is the grammatically feminine pronoun for “her” 
that is used first to refer to the sun (verses 1 through 4), the heaven 
and earth (verses 5, 6) and the soul (verses 7, 8, 9,10). This ending 
in ha was also used by early Arabic poets and it allows a combina¬ 
tion of personal references with grammatically feminine objects, 
facilitating a sound figure for the feminine, an intimation of per¬ 
sonification. The intimation is so strong in this Sura that I have 
chosen to translate the ha as her. 

Implicit Personification. The implicit personifications of the sun, 
the day and night, the heaven and earth, and the soul are reminis¬ 
cent of the personification of wisdom ( hokhma ) and the portrayal 
of her in cosmic terms found in the biblical books of Proverbs 
and Ben Sira (Ecclesiasticus). The sound figure, however, does 
not offer a portrayal of “her” that expresses the personification as 
explicitly as in the biblical hokhma. The partial personification re¬ 
mains hymnic, lyrical, and implied, rather than articulated 
through a narrative that would portray “her” (ha) as a female actor 
in more anthropomorphic terms. 

Subject and Tone Shift. In the second part of the Sura, the story of 
the destruction of Thamud, the ha has a completely different set of 
referents: the people of Thamud, the camel mare of God, and the 
final ha which is a kind of general “its”. Here the a builds toward 
an intensity in the phrase “the prophet of God said: ‘God’s camel 
mare!’” (verse 13). The phrase “God’s camel mare” ( naqata llahi) 
receives a special emphasis as it comes in the middle of the longest 
verse in the Sura, at the moment of greatest dramatic urgency, 
and its a sounds allow the reciter to bring out that urgency with 
special resonance. 

Special Effect. In the words of verse 14, “Then their lord rumbled 
down upon them and wiped them out,” a feature of tajwld called 
inqilab is used with special effect. The word dhanb (crime, fault, 
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sin) is pronounced as “ dhamb >” with a substitution of the m for n 
and a nasalization of the consonant cluster mb. This allows the 
weight of the consonants to sound through at a critical moment 
in the phrase with a sense of foreboding. 
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DESTINY, AL-QADR 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 


We sent him/it down on the night of destiny 
And what could tell you of the night of destiny 
The night of qadr is better than a thousand months 
The angels come down—the spirit upon her— 
by permission of their lord from every order 
Peace she is until the rise of dawn 
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The Sura of Destiny 


bi smi 

In the name 

llahi 
of God 

r-rahmani r-rahim 

the Compassionate the Caring 

1 Inna 

indeed 

anzalna hu fi 

we sent down him/it on 

laylafi l-qadr 
the night of qadr 

2 wa ma adraka 

and what can tell you 

ma 

what is 

laylatw l-qadr 
the night of qadr 

3 laylatu 1-qadri 

the night of destiny 

khayrun 
is better 

min al fi shahr 
than a thousand 
months 


4 tanazzalu 1-mala’ikatu wa r-ruhu fiha 

come down the angels and the spirit in her/it 


idhni rabbihim min kul/z amr 

permission of their lord from every order 

hatta matla ‘i l-fajr 

until the break of dawn 


bi 

by 


salamun hiva 
peace she 
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Sound Cues for Destiny 

Verse Endings. The Sura is composed of five verses. Each verse 
ends with a final double consonant ending in r, preceded by a short 
vowel ( qadr , qadr , shahr , amr y fajr). In the chart the final rhyme 
and assonance scheme is shown in italics. 

Major Song-Vowel Pattern. The ci sound occurs in strategic places 
throughout the sura. The syllables na> ma y rd y la , and ha turn up 
as key sounds and become related to strong emotive and gender 
features in the Qur’an as they appear in other contexts as well. 

Ghunna. An example of the untranslatabilitv of Qur’anic sound and 
idiom occurs in the very first phrase of the Sura: innd anzalndhu. 
The unit innd in Arabic is a combination of two words: inn , a par¬ 
ticle of intensity sometimes translated (lamely) as “indeed” or “lo,” 
and nd y which is the pronoun for “us.” The two words are com¬ 
bined in a way that forms a very strong ghunna (nasalization) in 
Qur’anic recitation and the madd or elongation of the a at the end 
of the innd increases the intensity. Then that key combination of 
n and a is picked up and used in the next word in various combi¬ 
nations: atizalnd. In verse 2 it is the md sound which is the key. In 
Qur’anic recitation m and n are so closely related the n must be 
substituted for m under certain circumstances during the recita¬ 
tion. These same sound combinations of n, a, and m are found in 
verse 3 and open verse 4: tanazzalu l-mala ika. 

Sound Figure. The exact center of the Sura, in thematic and rhyth¬ 
mic terms, is the phrase ruhufihd. The ambiguity around the ref¬ 
erent of the pronoun hd (the angels, the night as the time of 
descent, the night as a femininely personified receiver of the reve¬ 
lation) puts particular power and resonance into the sound move¬ 
ment. 

Expectation Break. The final verse, with its strong salamun hiya 
(peace, she) and its breaking of the expectation of the expression 
salamun ‘alaykum (peace upon you), culminates the sound move¬ 
ments in a dramatic fashion. The implications of this breaking of 
expectations are explored in the final chapter of this book. 
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The Quaking 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

When the earth is shaken, quaking 
When the earth bears forth her burdens 
And someone says “what is with her?” 

At that time she will tell her news 
5 As her lord revealed her 

At that time people will straggle forth 
to be shown what they have done 
Whoever does a mote’s weight good will see it 
Whoever does a mote’s weight wrong will see it 
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The Sura of the Quaking 


bi 

smi 

llahi 

r-rahmani 

r-rahim 

In the name 

of God 

the Compassionate the Caring 

1 

idha 

zulzilati 

1 -ardu 

zilzalaha 


when 

quakes 

the earth 

in her quaking 

2 

wa 

akhrajati 

1 -ardu 

athqalaha 


and 

bears forth 

the earth 

her burdens 

3 

wa 

qala 

1 -insanu 

ma laha 


and 

says 

the human 

“what is with her” 

4 

yawma’idhin 

tuhaddithu 

akhbaraha 



on that day 

she will tell 

her news 


5 

bi’anna 

rabbaka 

awha laha 



— as 

her lord 

revealed to her 

6 

yawma’idhin 

yasduru 

n-nasu 

ashtatan 


on that day 

will go forth 

people 

scattered 




li yuraw 

a‘malahum 




to see be shown their deeds 

7 

fa man 

ya‘mal mithqala dharratin 

khayran yarah 


so whoever 

does the weight of a mote 

good will see it 

8 

wa man 

ya‘mal mithqala dharratin 

sharran yarah 


and whoever 

does the weight of a mote 

wrong will see it 
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Sound Cues for The Quaking 

Verse Endings. Verses 1 through 5 of The Quaking are based on a 
complex end rhyme in alaha , with the variant araha in verse 4. The 
fluidity of this combination of a and h contrasts with the sharp con¬ 
sonant quality of the central part of the verses: zulzilati l-'ardu 
(verse 1), akhrajati l-ardu (verse 2). These staccato combinations 
of consonants build up tension that is released at the end of each 
verse with the final ha. 

Long-A Sound Pattern. In The Quaking the earth is caught up in a 
cosmic shaking. After two verses based upon a and the laha rhyme, 
the third verse takes this sound combination to a new level of in¬ 
tensity: wa qala l-insanu ma laha. The most cosmic moment is 
combined with the most intimate speech, as if a person were asking 
about the state of a woman’s birth pangs: “and someone says ‘what 
is with her?’” Verses 5 and 6 bring the semantic and acoustical 
charge of the lal and the final end rhymes ( zalaha , qalaha , ma laha , 
baraha , ha laha ) to the breaking point, allowing the ma of ma laha 
a strong resonance as an undertone. 

Verses 7 and 8, with their cosmic reversal, place the a sound in 
the center instead of at the end. This contrast with the preceding 
sound patterns gives these verses a special emphasis. 

Contrast. The interplay between the consonant/short-vowel stac¬ 
catos and the a sounds is precisely inverted in The Tearing. There, 
the verse endings ( infatarat , ntatharat , sujjirat , buthirat) were stac¬ 
cato, while the central axis of the verses featured the a ( sama\ 
kawakib, bihar ). In The Quaking, on the other hand, the staccato 
sets ( zulzilaty akhrajat , etc.) occur in the central part of the verse, 
while the a sounds ( zilzalaha , athqdlaha , etc.) occur at the end. 

Final Effect. The last two words of the final verses, khay ran y arah 
(good will see it) and shar ran v arah (evil will see it), contain an ef¬ 
fect called idgham , in which the final n of the penultimate word is 
elided with the following y and given a partial nasalization. This 
effect amplifies the tone of warning and foreboding with which 
the Sura ends. 
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The Calamity 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring 

The qaria 

What is the qaria 

What can tell you of the qaria 

A day humankind are like moths scattered 

And mountains are like fluffs of wool 

Whoever’s scales weigh heavy 

His is a life that is pleasing 

Whoever’s scales weigh light 

His mother is hawiya 

What can tell you what she is 

Raging fire 
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Sura of The Calamity 


bi smi llahi r-rahmani r-rahim 

In the name of God the Compassionate the Caring 


1 


2 


al- qari‘a(h) 
the Qari‘a 

ma l-qari‘a(h) 
what is the Qari £ a 


3 wa ma adraka 
what can tell you 


ma l-qari‘a(h) 
what is the Qari'a 


4 yawma yakunu n-nasu ka 
(on) a day will be people like 


l-farashi l-mabthuth 
moths scattered 


5 wa 
and 


takiinu l-jibalu ka l-‘ihni l-manfush 

will be the mountains like wool fluffed 


6 fa amma man 
as for one 


thaqulat 
are heavy 


mawazlnuh 
his scales 


7 fa huwa fl 

he is in 


Tshatin radiya(h) 
a life pleased 


8 wa amma man 
as for one 


khaffat mawazlnuh 

are light his scales 


9 fa umm uhu 
his mother 


hawiya(h) 
is hawiya 


10 wa ma 
and what 


adraka 
can tell you 


ma hiya(h) 
what she is 


u narun 
fire 


hamiya(h) 

raging 
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Sound Cues for The Calamity 

Verse Endings. The dominant verse ending in The Calamity (verses 
i, 2,3, 7, 9,10, and n) is a complex assonance ( qana , qana , qana y 
radiya , hawiya , ma /n’yn, hamiya). In pronouncing these sounds 
the reciter adds a final aspiration at the end, which is not part of 
the written text (h). 

Long A Sound Pattern. Two of the key end rhyme words, qana and 
hawiya , are followed by the Qur'anic phrase “what can tell you of,” 
which indicates these words are mysterious; indeed, they are very 
rare in this form in early Arabic. Both words are grammatically 
feminine, and the a sound is tied into a grammatically feminine 
construction that builds toward a partial personification. The first 
three verses of the Sura show a progressive build-up of acoustic 
and emotive associations with the ma and the a: al-qdna / ma l- 
qdri ( a / wa md adrdka ma l-qarVa (the qana , what is the qana , 
what can tell you of the qana ?). 

Alternate Sound Patterns. These rhythmic and hymnic sounds are 
interrupted in verses 4 and 5 with a very different sound cluster. 
The end assonance uth y ush is based on the u sound. The imagery 
is drawn out into more elaborate metaphors, with a rich coloration 
of consonants—enhanced by effects like the slight tripping sound 
(called qalqala) between the b and th of mabthuth in verse 5. 

Expansion. Verses 6 through 9 expand into longer semantic units, 
with a discussion of the scales of justice. Ghunna is used (fa amma 
man) in a way that recalls the beginning of the Sura of Destiny 
(inna anzalna). In each case the nasalized m or n sounds are drawn 
from an intensive particle (inn y amma) into the following word, 
creating an effect not confined to a single word. A droning sound 
of foreboding is heard in the verses, carried through into the first 
part of verse 9, fa ummuhu. In addition, the terms weigh heavy 
(thaqulat) and weigh light ( khaffat) have onomatopoetic effects. 
One can almost hear a congealing in the movement through the 
three vowels of Arabic and rich consonants of thaqulat . And khaf- 
fat and surrounding words give a sense of airy aspiration, cen¬ 
tered on the kh and double/. 
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Return and Sound Figure. In verses 9 through 11, we again hear the 
dominant d, now with strong gender dynamic and parallelism 
among hawiya, ma hiya y and hamiya. Partial personification is fur¬ 
ther intimated by the word hawiya , with its complex meanings (a 
woman bereft of her children, an abyss, with etymological associ¬ 
ations of emptiness, air, and desire) and equally complex syntax 
(from “his mother is hawiya ’ to the possibility of a curse “may 
his mother be hawiya ”). The ha in hawiya , as it is recited, sounds 
forth in undertones as a kind of Arabic interjection, the Arabic 
equivalent of “oh!” and as the sound figure for the feminine, in its 
Arabic form as the pronoun for “her.” 
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Endnotes 

1. In areas of Islamic and Christian interaction, minarets and bell 
towers influenced one another architecturally. 

2. R. Jakobson and Linda Waugh, The Sound Shape of Language 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1979), 177-237. See also, R. 
Jakobson, Six Lectures on Sound and Meaning (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1979); and R. Jakobson, “Linguistics and Poetics,” in Style in Language , 
edited by T. A. Sebeok (Cambridge: MIT Press, i960), 358-359. Since 
Jakobson’s discussion, another successful commercial jingle was made 
of the similarly three syllabled phrase “Be like Mike.” 
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The Ka‘ba during annual pilgrimage rites, 




Sound, Spirit, and 
Gender in the Qur'an 


“God Is the All-Hearing” 

(Qur’an, in 32 passages) 

Spirit 

I n Alexandria, Egypt, it is a hot, humid, 
breezeless day. The bus is filled. People are 
hanging onto the steps and sitting on the roof. Inside, there is 
hardly room to stand, and when the bus is stopped in traffic, it is 
hard to breathe. The passengers fidget and struggle to be com¬ 
fortable. 

At some point in the two-hour trip, someone puts on a cassette 
of Qur’anic recitations. As the recitations play, a meditative calm 
begins to set in. People relax. The jockeying for space ends. The 
voices of those who are talking grow quieter and less strained. 
Others are silent, lost in thought. A sense of shared community 
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overtakes the discomfort. What seemed at the beginning like a long 
ordeal is suddenly over. As the bus pulls into its destination, the 
spell is broken and the passengers disembark. 

What was the spirit that came over these passengers? In ask¬ 
ing such a question, I use a word, spirit , from everyday language 
that is also at the heart of the world’s religious traditions. Among 
the common meanings of the word are: “an animating or vital 
principle; a supernatural being; a temper or disposition, especially 
when vigorous or animated; the immaterial intelligent or sentient 
part of a person; and an inclination, tendency, mood.” 1 The Eng¬ 
lish word derives from the Latin spirare (to blow, breathe) and the 
related word, inspiration , means, etymologically, a breathing into. 
There is no doubt that Qur’anic recitation is based on patterns of 
breath and has an effect on the breathing patterns of those who 
hear it. The slowing down of breathing is an essential aspect in al¬ 
most all meditative traditions, and Qur’anic reciters are trained rig¬ 
orously in breath control. As they recite the Qur’an in long phrases 
based on deep, slow exhalations, and as they leave a meditative si¬ 
lence during inhalation, those hearing such patterns begin to 
breathe more slowly and deeply. 

Beyond the effects of breathing, there is a particular quality to 
the sound of the Qur’an that anyone familiar with it in Arabic will 
recognize. For centuries, Qur’anic commentators have discussed 
the power and beauty of this sound, what they call the nazm of the 
Qur’an, the composition, or, more loosely but perhaps more richly 
translated, the Qur’anic “voice.” In turn, nazm is one of the key 
concepts in i]az al-Qur'an (analysis of the inimitability of the 
Qur’an) which is a standard feature of Qur’anic commentary. Yet, 
while we have a rich history of testimonies to the power and beauty 
of the Qur’anic voice, few explanations have been offered for how 
that voice works in relationship to the sound of the Qur’an. Here 
I will discuss the elusive relationship of sound to meaning in the 
Qur’an by focusing on the Qur’anic understanding of spirit (rw/i), 
a word that in Arabic is also related to breath. Much of the discus¬ 
sion of spirit in the Qur’an, in both classical commentaries and 
modern scholarship, is an attempt to define it as a particular being 
—as Gabriel, or another great angel, or yet another delimited en- 
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tity. I will examine how the Qur’anic language of spirit resists 
reification and how it resists defining spirit as this thing or that. 
Rather, the Qur’an evokes the spirit in moments when the bound¬ 
ary between seemingly known and discreet entities is broken down. 

Just as the concept of spirit is multifaceted and elusive, so the 
means through which the Qur’an articulates its concept of spirit 
are elusive. One key aspect of Qur’anic articulation is the sound 
figure. The sound figure is particularly subtle. It is developed 
within particular Suras (intratextually) and across Suras that are 
widely separated in the written version of the Qur’an (intertextu- 
ally). The effort here is not to define “spirit” in the Qur’an; in¬ 
deed, spirit transcends any particular definition or delimitation. 
Rather, I wish to show how the Qur’anic passages on spirit raise 
profound questions about the boundary moments of human life 
(origin, end, and source of knowledge) in a way that challenges 
each hearer to engage such questions through a lifetime of work 
and contemplation. 

The Qur’anic sound figures occur in connection with three 
moments: prophecy, creation, and the day of reckoning. These 
are boundary moments, points of contact between the eternal and 
the temporal realms, in which the structures of language (with 
temporality built into them) are transformed through contact with 
a realm beyond temporality. In each moment, the Qur’an invokes 
the spirit ( ruh). 2 

In temporal sequence the three moments are separate, but they 
are embedded within one another rhetorically and acoustically. 3 
Passages that are separate in the written version of the Qur’an echo, 
allude to, or offer variations of one another in a manner that ties 
them together. In a tradition as recitative as that of the Qur’an, in 
which people hear these passages recited thousands of times, one 
text will provoke the reader—through a sound figure shared with 
a passage from a different part of the written Qur’an—to hear the 
second passage as an undertone. As the various passages on each 
boundary moment weave themselves into one another through 
sound figures, the three boundary moments are brought into more 
intimate connection. The Qur’anic references to spirit occur at cen¬ 
ter points or matrices of such connections. 
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Gender is a vital aspect of Qur’anic sound figures and the 
Qur’anic passages on spirit. Like all sacred texts of the classical 
period of religious revelations, the Qur’an was revealed in a soci¬ 
ety in which the public voice of leadership was largely male; thus, 
the social context of the revelation, as in the Bible or the Vedas, was 
largely a male domain. Yet the gender dynamic within the Qur’an 
contains an extraordinary balance that is constructed and modu¬ 
lated through sound figures. These patterns create partial personi¬ 
fications—of a woman giving birth, conceiving, suffering, 
experiencing peace, or grieving at the loss of her only child. The 
sound figures that create the implicit personifications also have the 
impact of interjections—that is, expressions of feeling, wonder, 
contentment, and sorrow—in which the sound itself is intertwined 
completely with the meaning. These sound visions occur at theo¬ 
logically critical moments in the Qur’an and are vital to its sup¬ 
pleness and beauty in the original Arabic. It may be no coincidence 
that spirit ( ruh ) is one of the few words in Arabic that can be both 
masculine and feminine; in the Qur’an at least, the role of spirit is 
both to highlight and to bring together polarities such as tempo¬ 
rality and eternity, male and female, night and day. The Qur’an 
refers to the polarities as signs (ayas) of the deeper reality that 
sometimes point to a unity transcending them. The loss of such 
sound visions in translation is particularly damaging because of the 
way Islam has been perceived in stereotypes about gender and the 
role of women in society. 

In order to show the gender and sound figures, I will consider 
brief passages from the early Meccan Suras as well as other passages 
in the Qur’an. The focus here is on sound figures essential to the 
intertextual evocation of spirit. Special attention is given to the 
Arabic sound ha —a sound that ties together a female pronoun; in¬ 
terjections of surprise, wonder, and sorrow; key rhymes; and other 
acoustic effects. My goal is to present enough of the original Arabic 
sound figures to both explore the concept of spirit in the Qur’an 
and also an essential aspect of the spirit of the Qur’an, that is, the 
distinctive manner in which the Qur’an intertwines sound and 
meaning. 
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Prophecy 

The notion of revelation contains an essential enigma. If the source 
of revelation is transcendent to the world and time, how can its 
word be communicated within time (at a particular moment in 
history) and language (which is structured according to temporal 
categories of past, present, and future)? In this sense, the language 
of revelation is caught in the dilemma of the boundary moment; 
the goal is to express the timeless, but language has ingrained pat¬ 
terns of temporality. Arabic verbs, for example, are either perfect 
(completed time) or imperfect (ongoing time), but the notion of 
eternity transcends such a division, and any effort to discuss the 
eternal inevitably temporalizes the eternal in the process. In many 
sacred traditions, the language depicting the moment of revela¬ 
tion is transformed through the encounter with the subject of 
timelessness. 4 In the Qur’an, a rapid shift back and forth between 
the perfect and the imperfect tenses destabilizes the normal mu¬ 
tually exclusive division between completed time and ongoing 
time. In addition, through its sound figures the Qur’an melds the 
three discreet moments of revelation, creation, and day of reckon¬ 
ing. The spirit is the agent of such meeting, and mention of the 
spirit is an indication that boundary moment transformations of 
language are taking place. 

Spirit and prophecy are intimately linked in the most famous 
prophecy passages from the Qur’an. The prophetic missions of 
Muhammad and Jesus are specifically related to the work of the 
spirit. Muhammad is associated with the “spirit of transcendence,” 
ruhu l-quds (16:102), while in the case of Jesus, the spirit is said to 
be a support or assistance to his prophecy (2:87; 2:253; 5:110). In 
another passage, the spirit’s relation to Jesus is put into more em¬ 
phatic terms: Jesus himself is called the spirit (4:171). The spirit-as- 
support-for-Jesus passages and the Jesus-as-spirit passage echo, in 
sound quality and vocabulary, the Qur’anic account of the con¬ 
ception of Jesus. 

The account of Maryam’s conception of Jesus offers a unique 
view into the gender issues involved with the spirit. In one of the 
more extended passages on Maryam in the Qur’an, the angel 
Gabriel appears in human form and announces to Maryam that 


203 


Approaching the Qur’An 


she has conceived a child. Her reaction is clearly that of a woman 
in the presence of a male, outside of social propriety. At first, she 
is worried about his intentions. Then, when he tells her she is preg¬ 
nant, she is astounded and fearful. As she is about to give birth, 
she is in physical and emotional pain, afraid she will be a disgrace 
to her family. She says she wishes she never existed. At that point, 
she is directed to eat of the fruit of a tree dangling above her, which 
gives her sustenance and strength (19:16-27): 

And recall in the book Maryam, 

when she withdrew from her people to a place facing the East 

And veiled herself from them. We sent her our spirit which took 
on the likeness of a fully formed human being. 

She said: I take refuge in the Compassionate from you. May your 
intentions be pure! 

He said: I am only a messenger from your lord, sent to bestow 
upon you a son without blemish. 

20 She said: How can I have a son when no person has touched 
me and I have not been unchaste? 

He said: So it is! Your lord said: for me it is easy! We will 
make it a sign for humankind and a mercy from us—and the 
matter was decreed. 

She conceived him and withdrew to a distant place. 

The birth pangs drove her to the trunk of a date palm. She said: 
I wish I had died and were forgotten! 

A voice called to her from below: Grieve not. Your lord has 
placed a stream below you. 

25 Sway the trunk of the tree toward you; ripe dates will shower 
down. 

Eat and drink and be comforted. If you meet anyone, say: I have 
consecrated a fast to the Compassionate and cannot speak today 
to any human being. 

She carried him forth to her people. They said: Maryam, you 
have brought forth a wonder! 
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In this passage, typical of the later period of the Qur’an, the 
narrative form is more elaborate; the lyric, short verses of the early 
period have yielded to a more prose-like composition, though still 
with strong acoustical effects of rhyme and assonance. 

In the narrative, the spirit takes on the form of a human 
( bashar ) and speaks and acts accordingly. In another account of the 
role of spirit in Maryam’s conception, the divine voice states 
(21:91): “We breathed into her some of our spirit” (nafakhna fiha 
min ruhina). The exact phrasing of this statement, and especially 
the use of the terms fiha and ruh, link this Sura to other Suras in¬ 
volving prophecy. In Sura 16:2, the Qur’an proclaims that God 
“sends down the angels, with the spirit, from his order to 
whichever of his servants he wills.” The phrasing of this passage is 
vital to the Quranic accounts of spirit. It contains four sections: 

1. The deity sends down angels. 

2. The spirit appears in connection with the sending down of an¬ 
gels. The exact connection is not clear from the Arabic syntax. 
It could be, “He sends down the angels with the spirit,” or 
something else. 

3. The angels, with or through ( bi ) the spirit, are sent down from 
or with or out of (min) the command of God. Once again, the 
syntax here is open and has been the object of centuries of dis¬ 
cussion by commentators. 

4. This sending down can occur to whomever God wills. 

This same fourfold phrase, with nearly identical wording and 
similar syntactical ambiguities, appears in verse 4 of the Sura of 
Destiny: “The angels and the spirit come down on it by permis¬ 
sion of their lord from every order.” In both verses there is a com¬ 
ing down of angels. In this descent, the exact role of the spirit is 
unspecified, yet crucial. The descent occurs at the order or in ac¬ 
cordance with the order (amr) or by the permission^/ idhni) of the 
deity, and upon whomever the deity wills (man yasha). 

The first parts of these two verses are almost identical: 

16.2 yunazzilu l-mala’ikata bi r-ruhi 

he sends down the angels through/by/with the spirit 
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97.4 tanazzalu l-malaikatu wa 

they come down the angels while/and/as 

r-ruhufiha 

the spirit upon it/her 

The key phrase, “the spirit upon it/her” ( ar-ruhufiha ), occurs 
at the very heart of the Sura of Destiny: 

We sent him/it down on the night of destiny 
And what could tell you of the night of destiny 
The night of destiny is better than a thousand months 
The angels come down—the spirit upon her— 

by permission of their lord from every order 
5 Peace she/it is until the rise of dawn. 

(Sura of Destiny, 97) 

The Sura of Destiny is based upon an only partially completed 
personification of the night as a woman. This personification is 
never made explicit in a way that would allow us the use of gen¬ 
dered English pronouns (she/he) without reservation. Yet the par¬ 
tial personification is so strong, so vital to the texture and beauty of 
the Sura, that to use the English “it” neuters the gender dynamic 
within the text. In verse 1, for example, the Arabic pronoun hu 
can be translated as either him or it. Commentators who view hu in 
a personal, gendered way interpret the referent of the pronoun as 
Gabriel. The divine voice, speaking as “we,” announces that 
Gabriel has been sent down on the night of destiny. Gabriel is gen¬ 
erally viewed as carrying the message of the Qur’an from God to 
Muhammad. Those commentators who view the referent as inan¬ 
imate, on the other hand, interpret it as the Qur’an, “We sent it 
[the Qur’an] down” on the night of destiny. 

At the most dramatic moment and rhythmic center of the Sura 
are three words: ruhu (spirit ) fi (in/upon) ha (her/it/them). This 
phrase is shaped by the structure of the Sura into a sound figure, 
with intimations of the night as a feminine personification receiv¬ 
ing the spirit. 
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As we read further in Destiny, we sense stronger intimations 
that the Sura involves such a personification of “conception.” We 
find a clue in the relation between verse 4 and verse 5. Verse 4 
stands out as longer and more linguistically diffuse than the other 
verses. It contains more words and syllables than the other verses, 
along with a run of three subordinate clauses. By the end of these 
clauses, several ambiguities have been raised. What is the relation 
of the spirit to the coming down of the angels? Is the referent of the 
ha in// ha (in it/them/her) the angels, or might it be the night? 
What is the relationship of this process of coming down to the di¬ 
vine order? Does the “coming down” occur as a result of the di¬ 
vine command or in harmony with it? These ambiguities, based on 
loose syntactical relations among key words, build up a linguistic 
tension. In other words, the various possibilities for interpreting 
the referent of ha leave the hearer with anticipation rather than 
the sense of closure that occurs at the end of an unambiguous sen¬ 
tence. In addition, the tight rhythms of verses 1 through 3 have 
temporarily been replaced in verse 4 by a series of prepositional 
phrases that leave the verse in a state of rhythmic as well as syn¬ 
tactic tension. The resulting tension puts enormous pressure on 
the word fiha in verse 4 and high expectation on the last verse. 

The final verse begins with the word salamun (peace), which 
is usually followed in the Qur’an and in everyday Islamic greet¬ 
ings by the word ‘alaykum (upon you), to form the greeting, “Peace 
upon you” ( salamun ‘alaykum). Expectation of such a greeting 
following the initial word salamun is overwhelming. But, in the 
final verse that expectation is broken. The next word is not ‘alay¬ 
kum, but hiya (she, it); the verse thus begins on a dramatic note of 
seeming familiarity, then suddenly breaks the expectations it has 
created and shifts to hiya. 

The emphasis on hiya is compounded by a question about its 
grammatical antecedent, a question much discussed by classical 
commentators: What does hiya (she/it) refer to? With the gendered 
aspect of the pronouns highlighted throughout the Sura by sound 
emphasis and the implicit personification of night, the sound fig¬ 
ure suggests that the dominant reading should be: “Peace she, until 
the rise of dawn.” The occurrence of hiya also interferes with the 
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possibility that in the previous phrase the ha (her/it/them) refers to 
the angels: “The angels came down with the spirit among them.” 
A clear and consistent reading of the referent of ha as the angels 
would keep the ha from becoming a sound figure for a feminine, 
singular personification. However, hiya cannot refer grammatically 
to a plural (the angels), but only to a single animate being or a sin¬ 
gle object with feminine grammatical gender. Thus the appearance 
of hiya in verse 5 makes it difficult to sustain the argument that 
the ha in verse 4 refers to the angels, and thereby gives more weight 
to the possibility of reading the ha as “her.” 

The implied personification is also reinforced by the similar¬ 
ity between the word night “ layla ” and the woman’s name Layla— 
a name associated with one of the famous beloveds in the Arabic 
poetic tradition. It is true that the word layla is used here clearly 
as a word for night and not as a proper name, and that there is no 
direct theological connection between night and the Layla of the 
poets. Nevertheless, anyone whose name sounds similar to other 
words knows how deeply ingrained such sound similarities are in 
the mind of those hearing the original name or word. The word for 
night, layla , was predisposed, through the homonymic relation to 
the name Layla, to being personified, especially when other fac¬ 
tors also suggested personification. 

The final clue of such an implicit personification of the night 
occurs when the Sura of Destiny is read along with passages refer¬ 
ring specifically to Maryam’s conception of Jesus. In 21:91, the di¬ 
vine voice, speaking as “we,” states of Maryam’s conception of 
Jesus: 

nafakhna fiha min ruhina 

We breathed into her (some) of our spirit 6 

These are the exact words that occur in the Sura of Destiny, ruh 
fiha , only in a different order. And in this case there is no doubt 
that the fiha refers to the spirit entering the virgin Maryam and im¬ 
pregnating her with Jesus, the bearer of prophecy. The implicit 
metaphor in the Sura of Destiny is night, personified as a woman, 
conceiving the prophetic message through the spirit. This concep- 
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tion by the night of destiny is almost identical, in the language used 
to depict it, to the conception by Maryam of Jesus through the 
spirit. The personification of the night is never direct or blatant, 
but is heard and constructed through sound figures and under¬ 
tones that make the Sura of Destiny one of the world’s most 
beloved passages on prophecy. 

Creation 

What occurred before the creation of the world? This question is a 
central theme in the mythic language of creation throughout 
human culture. However the question itself contains a contradic¬ 
tion, since time is part of the world. To ask what happened before 
the creation of the world is to impose a category of time as a “time 
before time.” Thus, discussion of a time before time involves a lim¬ 
itless series of paradoxes. Mystical writers have used these para¬ 
doxes in powerful ways to stretch the limits of language. 
Philosophers have used them to critique the mythic understanding 
of creation. In the Qur’an, the enigma of the origin of time, of the 
time before time, is a second boundary moment in which the lan¬ 
guage challenges or puts into question its own structures. 

References to the creation of the world are made throughout 
the Qur’an, usually in reference to the world as a sign of the deeper 
reality of the generosity of its creator. Explicit description of cre¬ 
ation, however, focuses upon the creation of Adam. In the 
Qur’anic passages depicting Adam’s creation, the deity first shapes 
( sawwa ) the primordial human being (insan or bashar ), then brings 
the form to life by breathing into it the spirit. In 15:29 and 38:71-72, 
the divine voice states: 

sawwaytuhu wa nafakhtu flhi min 

I shaped him it/ and breathed into him/it some (of) 

ruhi 

my spirit. 

In 32:9, the divine voice uses the same formula, this time re¬ 
ferring to itself in the third person: 
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sawwahu xva nafakha fihi min 

he/it shaped him and breathed into him/it (some) 

ruhihi 

of his/its spirit 

A key aspect of divine creativity is expressed by the Arabic 
word saxvxva, a word that means to knead, to mold, to form, or to 
shape. Thus, just before breathing into the shape of Adam, the 
deity refers to his shaping of Adam with the term saxvxva. Indeed, 
the term saxvwa is intimately linked to the spirit; when something 
is first shaped, the spirit is then breathed into it. This term is a 
clue to the intertextual links among passages concerning creation. 
One early Meccan passage referring to the shaping of the human 
creature consists of the first ten verses of the Sura of the Sun. These 
verses are a series of oaths that announce the creative aspect of 
the deity through strongly gendered language. Throughout the 
Sura, each verse ends with the rhyme ha , the Arabic pronoun that 
can mean “her” or “it.” As in Arabic poetry, which commonly used 
the end rhyme ha, the final use of ha allows for a gender dynamic. 
The ha can refer to female persons or to objects with grammatical 
gender. In verses 1 through 4, the ha refers to the sun. In verses 5 
and 6, it can refer either to the sun or, now, the sky and earth 
whose creation is being discussed. In verses 7 through 10, the ref¬ 
erent is the soul ( nafs ). Because of the way the “ha” is emphasized 
in the Sura at the end of each verse, and the way it echoes other 
Suras that create an implicit feminine personification, I have used 
the feminine pronoun “her” in the English version: 

By the sun and her brightening 
By the moon when it follows her 
By the day when it displays her 
By the night when it veils her 
5 By the sky and what constructed her 
By the earth and what shaped her 
By the soul and what formed her (saxvwa) 
and revealed her debased and revealed her faithful 
Whoever honors her will prosper 
10 Whoever defiles her will find failure 
(The Sun, 91:1-10) 
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This lyrical passage reflects the Quranic theme that the heav¬ 
ens and the earth, the day and the night, the sun and the moon 
are signs ( ayas ) just as the verses of the Qur’an are signs—signs of 
a reality that cannot be directly expressed but understood only 
through a sustained process of reading and interpreting. Here the 
reference to “a soul and what shaped her ( sawwaha )” repeats the 
technical term used in Qur’anic passages on the creation of Adam. 
This explicit link facilitates the more subtle links between the two 
passages that make use of sound patterns centered around ha. 

The use of the rhyming ha in the Sura creates a referential sup¬ 
pleness. As the sound of the ha anchors the Sura, it creates a sense 
of a feminine-gendered presence within a set of sliding or shifting 
referents (the sun, the sky and the earth and/or the sun, and then 
the soul). The objects evoked are marks of wonder and signs of 
their underlying source. 

Just as the spirit passage on prophecy in the Sura of Destiny 
showed a powerful intertextual resonance with the Qur’anic ac¬ 
count of Maryam’s conception of Jesus through the spirit, so the 
account of Adam’s creation shows an intertextual resonance with 
the Maryam passage. After shaping Adam, the deity breathes into 
Adam some of its spirit 


nafakhtu 

fihi 

min 

riihi 

I (Allah) breathed 

into him/it 

some (of) 

my spirit 
(15:29,3872) 

nafakha 

fihi 

min 

ruhihi 

He (Allah) breathed 

into him 

(some) of 

his spirit 

(32:9) 


Similarly, in describing the conception of Jesus, the divine 
voice states (21:91): “We breathed into her some of our spirit.” 

nafakhna fiha min ruhina 

we breathed into her (some) of our spirit 

The idea of a formed or shaped human being and the exact 
term used for it create another tie between the conception of Jesus 
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and the creation of Adam. In 19:17, the divine voice proclaims that 
“we sent to her our spirit which appeared before her as a human 
being that had been shaped.” 


fa 

arsalna ilayha 

ruhana 

so 

we sent to her 

our spirit 


fa tamaththala 

laha 


which took the appearance 

before her 


basharan 

sawiyyan. 


as a human 

shaped 


The phrase basharan sawiyyan (a human that had been 
shaped) is the exact phrase used in the story of Adam’s creation to 
indicate the human form brought to life by the breath of the spirit. 
In the Maryam story, the human ( bashar ) becomes the form taken 
by the spirit which, in the other accounts of the conception, was 
breathed into Maryam. Once again, a gender dynamic is connected 
with the activity of the spirit. In the creation of Adam, it is the 
human (insan or bashar) who receives the spirit. In this passage, 
the pronoun used for Adam is him/it ( hu ). 6 In the other case, it is 
Maryam who receives the spirit that personifies itself ( tamaththala) 
as a human (bashar). The context of social threat and Maryam’s 
obvious discomfort make it clear that the human form of the an¬ 
gelic figure is male. The pronoun used for Maryam as receiver of 
the spirit is ha (her, it); there is a complementarity between the two 
pronouns, masculine and feminine, used for the being that receives 
the spirit, further heightening the issue of gender that surrounds 
the spirit. 

These parallels—between the breathing of the spirit into the 
shape of Adam and the breathing of the spirit into Mary—link the 
two processes in a way that is never explicit, but is nevertheless 
robust: 

fthi (Adam) min ruhi 
fihi (Adam) min ruhihi 
fiha (Maryam) min ruhina 
ruhu fiha (the Night of Destiny) 
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These parallels place the full weight of Qur’anic intertextual- 
ity around the key phrase in the Sura of Destiny, “the spirit in/ 
upon her.” That intertextuality heightens the sense of implicit 
personification and gender interplay in the Sura. Through such in¬ 
tertextuality, sound figures can be heard to intimate the personifi¬ 
cation of night as feminine, conceiving the prophetic message 
through the spirit. In the context of such an implied personifica¬ 
tion, the night could be understood to convey peace, to conceive 
peace, or to be peace until the rise of dawn. 

Reckoning 

As the time before time (creation) is an essential enigma, so too are 
the end of time and the afterworld. Like creation, the day of reck¬ 
oning is a boundary moment, an intersection of time and eternity 
that cannot be directly expressed in the temporally structured pat¬ 
terns of normal language. And as with creation, at the day of reck¬ 
oning, spirit is the agent that brings together the eternal and the 
temporal: 

Someone asked about the pain that will fall 

Upon those who rejected, a pain that cannot be warded off 

From God of the ascending stairways 

Angels ascend—and the spirit—to him 

on a day whose span is fifty-thousand years. 

5 Be patient, patience most fine 
They see it from afar 
We see it near 

A day the sky will be like molten copper 
and the mountains like fluffs of wool 

(The Stairways, 70:1-9) 

The language of this passage echoes other passages on the reck¬ 
oning. The mountains like fluffs of wool recall the identical image 
in the Sura of the Qarfa. The exact phrase “pain will fall” (adhab 
xvaqi) occurs in another day-of-reckoning passage: 

By the mount (Sinai) 

By the book inscribed 

on rolls of parchment most fine 
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By the house brought to life 

5 By the roof raised high 
By the sea boiled over 
The pain of your lord will fall 
None can ward it off 
On a day the sky will sway 
and the mountains slide away 

(The Mount, 52:1-10) 

The role of the spirit in the day of reckoning both echoes and 
inverts the role of the spirit on the night of destiny. In The Stairway 
(70:4), “Angels ascend—and the spirit—to him on a day whose 
span is fifty-thousand years.” On the day of reckoning, therefore, 
the angels rise—in some relationship to the spirit—to him (God). 
On the night of destiny, the angels descend—in some relation to 
the spirit—to or upon the night or world. When the Sura asks what 
could tell us about the night of destiny, the answer is that the night 
of destiny is better than a thousand months. Similarly, the day of 
reckoning is compared to a long span of time, “a day whose span 
is fifty-thousand years.” These parallels in imagery and meaning 
are further strengthened by parallels in syntax and sound: 

70:4 taruju l-malaikatu wa r-ruhu ilayhi 

there rise the angels and the spirit in/upon him/it 

97:4 tanazzalu l-malaikatu wa r-ruhu fiha 

there descend the angels and the spirit in/upon her 

The coming down of the angels in connection with the activ¬ 
ity of the spirit on the night of qadr is balanced by the rising of the 
angels in connection with spirit on the day of reckoning; in addi¬ 
tion, the feminine indirect object (ha) is balanced by the masculine 
indirect object (hi). The intertwining of the two passages—one on 
the night of destiny, the other on the day of reckoning—intimates 
something undefined and perhaps undefinable hidden within the 
intensely lyrical imagery of daybreak in the Sura of Qadr. The am¬ 
biguity in both passages concerning the role of the spirit in the 
rise and descent of the angels creates an openness of meaning that 
keeps the spirit from being limited to a particular finite being or 
form. 
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The day of reckoning and the night of destiny are brought to¬ 
gether not only by the language of spirit but also by gendered 
sound figures. While in the night of destiny the sound figure inti¬ 
mates a woman conceiving in peace and joy, in the Sura of the 
Quaking, the day of reckoning is implicitly personified as a woman 
giving birth in crisis: 

When the earth is shaken, quaking 
When the earth bears forth her burdens 
And someone says “What is with her?” 

At that time she will tell her news 

5 As her lord revealed her 

At that time people will straggle forth 
to be shown what they have done 
Whoever does a mote’s weight good will see it 
Whoever does a mote’s weight wrong will see it 

(The Quaking, 99) 

As in the Sura of the Sun, the rhyme word is ha (her/it). This 
word is woven into a sound figure through rhetorical and acousti¬ 
cal structures (as shown in the sound chart for The Sun in the pre¬ 
vious chapter). Indeed, the words spoken about the earth, “what 
is with her?” (rad laha), are of a familiar and intimate quality that 
would be asked by those concerned about a woman in suffering. 
The depictions of earth as bearing forth her burden and telling 
her news create a partial and implicit image of the earth as a 
woman giving birth, an image that is reinforced through gram¬ 
matically feminine constructions and sound figures. 

After the earth bears forth her burden and tells her news, and 
after the quaking (which in the birth metaphor might correspond 
to labor), the ontological reversal that is key to the day of reckon¬ 
ing occurs. What seems secure and solid turns out to be ephemeral, 
and what seems small or insignificant is revealed as one’s eternal 
reality and destiny. 

The Sura of the Qari‘a does not contain an overarching im¬ 
plied metaphor such as the earth giving birth. Instead, it builds 
with strong gender dimensions toward a moment of grief and pas¬ 
sion. The two mysterious words in the Sura, qana and hawiya , 
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are both feminine. And, although ha is not the rhyme word 
throughout the Sura, it is used in a particularly condensed man¬ 
ner to create a sound figure. 

The qan a 
What is the qan a 
What can tell you of the qan a 
A day humankind is like moths scattered 
And mountains are like fluffs of wool dyed and carded 
Whoever’s scales weigh heavy 
His is a life that is pleasing 
Whoever’s scales weigh light 
His mother is hawiya 
What can tell you what she is (ma hiya) 

Raging fire. 

(The Qari‘a, 101) 

The hawiya —a mother who has lost her child, an abyss, a fall, 
or desire—brings out an expression of grief. The grief and sense 
of loss occur with finality, but are not frozen into spatial and tem¬ 
poral limits. Instead, we have the refrain, “what can tell you what 
she is” (ma hiya), followed by the phrase “raging fire.” Notice the 
syntactical ambiguity between the two verses. Is she fire, or is fire 
something that can tell us what she is? This ambiguity prevents a 
facile interpretation of the Sura and allows a continuing echo of the 
sound of loss, a mothers loss of her only child, or the loss of some¬ 
one who realizes—at the end of a wasted life—that “his mother is 
hawiya” The gender associations of ha are heightened by the 
rhyme and parallel to the previous ma hiya (what she is) in the 
following verse, even as the ma hiya reminds us of the ma laha 
(what is with her) of the Sura of Destiny. 

At this moment it is as if the language is shattered under the 
impact of the revelation; the word hawiya , while remaining as a 
single word, is, in the undertones of the verse, broken into parts. As 
the Qur’anic reciter chants the word hawiya , the syllable ha — 
which is part of the gendered sound figure in the passages on the 
spirit as “her”—is also heard in another key: the sound ha is part of 
several Arabic interjections of urgency, grief, or wonder. One com- 
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mon interjection in the Qur’an, for example, is yd ayyuha (“Oh, 
O you”), an expression in which the long a is elongated into a 
mournful lament through the tajwid recitation. As the word 
hawiya is recited, its first syllable sounds with lyrical intensity, gen¬ 
der intimation, and high emotion both as a separate unit of sound 
and meaning and as part of the word hawiya. 

The Sign and the Spirit 

By the dawn 
By the nights ten 
By the odd and the even 
By the night as it eases away 

5 Is there not in that an oath for the thoughtful mind 7 

(Sura of the Dawn, 89:1-5) 

Qur’anic oaths are another key vehicle for sound figures. 
Throughout the early Meccan Suras, the divine voice swears by 
the signs (dyas) of creation: by the movement of day and night, 
dawn and dusk, sun and moon, the stars, the zodiac; by the polar¬ 
ity of female and male; by the odd and the even. The Sura of The 
Dawn, like the Sura of Destiny, calls upon the polarity of day and 
night; in both Suras, that polarity is expressed in verses ending with 
a difficult rhyme in “r ”. 8 

Signs include not only signs within the world but also the 
verses of the Qur’an which are themselves called dyas. In the fol¬ 
lowing oath, the dynamic of gender is not only a sign within the 
world but also within Qur’anic language: 

wa l-layli idha yaghshd 

wa n-nahari idha tajalld 

wa ma khalaqa dh-dhakara wa l-untha 

By the night when it falls 
By the day when it breaks 

By what ( wama ) has made the male and the female 

(The Night, 92:1-3) 

The relationship of sign to both gender and creation also is 
stressed in the story of Maryam’s conception (22:91): “we breathed 
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into her some of our spirit, and made her and her son a sign ( aya ) 
for all peoples.” Yet, despite the critical importance of gender dy¬ 
namic in the Qur’anic understanding of creation and signs, a num¬ 
ber of popular translations follow the classical commentaries in 
interpreting the ma (what) in verse 3 above as a substitute for the 
Arabic pronoun man (who).” Some use this substitution theory 
to justify the English rendering of the verse as, “By Him who cre¬ 
ated the male and the female.” 9 

However, the substitution theory is contradicted by the strict 
usage of early Arabic literature. 10 It is true that throughout the 
Qur’an third person reference to Allah is made through the mas¬ 
culine/neuter hu. Given that neither the Qur’an nor Islamic theol¬ 
ogy considers the one God to be differentiated sexually as male or 
female, however, the masculine/neuter gender construction and 
pronoun can be considered conventional. It is thus traditional to 
translate the pronoun referring to the deity in most cases as mas¬ 
culine. However, in this particular passage, the subject is not cre¬ 
ation in general, but the creation of gender. The divine voice is 
swearing by that which creates the very categories of gender, of him 
and her. To translate that which is the creator of the male and fe¬ 
male, and therefore necessarily transcendent to the male and the 
female, as “him” is to risk the loss of the transcendence of gender 
that is part of the Qur’anic oath. The use of “him” also loses the 
syntactical ambivalence between the relative pronoun (what) and 
the interrogative pronoun (what?) that is another aspect of the 
power of the oath. 11 The gender issue resurfaces in some transla¬ 
tions of the Sura of the Sun, where the ha concluding each verse, 
which can be justifiably rendered as either “her” or “it,” is trans¬ 
lated in the masculine as “him.” 12 

The loss of the Qur’anic gender dynamic in translations rein¬ 
forces one of the most misleading stereotypes about Islam and the 
Qur’an—that the Qur’an is based on rigid, male-centered lan¬ 
guage. Yet this stereotype of a language of “he-God and he-man” is 
at odds not only with Islamic theology (which denies that God is 
male or female) but also with the intricate and beautiful gender dy¬ 
namic that is a fundamental part of Qur’anic language. 

That Qur’anic gender dynamic, in turn, is at the heart of the 
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intertextuality that embeds the three boundary moments of 
prophecy, creation, and the reckoning one within the other—and, 
in so doing, transforms the temporal and sequential understanding 
of the three moments and intimates a sense of the eternal, in which 
the three moments are one. 

In all three of these boundary moments, there have been im¬ 
plicit metaphors and intimations of personification involving 
women conceiving, giving birth, or bereft of their children. In each 
of these cases, the full significance of the sound figure can be sensed 
only when it is read and amplified throughout the individual Sura 
in which it occurs and then in relationship to the other variations 
in the group, each resonating within its own Sura as well. 13 Each 
sound combination, through its placement in a Sura, picks up a re¬ 
lationship to a particular meaning, emotion, or gender, and that 
cluster of sound, meaning, emotion, and gender then resonates 
with similar clusters elsewhere, turning the sound combination 
into a sound figure. Through the resonance of such sound figures, 
creation, prophecy, and reckoning—which are temporalized and 
separated through normal grammatical structures—are embedded 
within one another and detemporalized. 

The partial personifications and sound figures involving spirit 
culminate in the phrase “peace she is” (salamun hiya). The early 
twentieth-century scholar Richard Bell made the following ellipti¬ 
cal comment on the Sura of Destiny: “In some ways what is here 
said of it [the night of qadr ] suggests that some account of the Eve 
of the Nativity may have given rise to it.” 14 Bell did not give his rea¬ 
sons for making such a speculation and his intuition was not fur¬ 
ther developed. Analysis of the sound figures in the spirit passage 
suggests that there is indeed connection between the night of des¬ 
tiny and the eve of the nativity. That connection, however, runs 
counter to the frequent treatment of Qur’anic themes as borrow¬ 
ings from Biblical traditions. 

Through an intricate webbing of echoes, allusions, and reso¬ 
nances across the four modes of discourse (sound, meaning, emo¬ 
tion, gender) and across a variety of passages, the Qur’an evokes an 
experience of bushra (bearing of good news) similar to that found 
in the xaire kexaromene (Hail, blessed one) of Luke 1:28. When we 
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compare the various Quranic texts tied together through these 
resonances and hear their undertones of gender dynamic, we arrive 
at a sustained gender figure in which a series of partially personi¬ 
fied female referents (the earth, the hawiya , the night of qadr ) and 
a related female character (Maryam) are found at the center of the 
experiences of prophecy, creation, and the day of reckoning. This 
figure is not announced on the level of surface semantics. It is cer¬ 
tainly not “borrowed” from the Biblical text. Rather, it is created in 
the Qur’an through sound figures and intertextuality. The sound 
figures are lost when translated into a uniformly masculine or 
neutered English language. They are moving figures, evoked by but 
not confined to particular words, often stretching across verbal 
boundaries in a manner far more supple than the common sound¬ 
meaning figure of speech known as onomatopoesis. They can be 
heard through the resonances, echoes, undertones, and interstices 
of the Arabic text in recitation, and in such sound vision resides the 
distinctive Qur’anic combination of awe and intimacy. 


Endnotes 

1. Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary (Springfield, MA: Mer- 
riam Webster, 1986). 

2. The word for spirit ( ruh ) occurs less than two dozen times in the 
Qur’an. O’Shaughnessy lists 20 instances with the Arabic citations and 
translations. T. O’Shaughnessy, The Development of the Meaning of Spirit 
in the Koran (Rome: Pont. Institutum Orientalium Studiorum, 1953): 
13-15. Al-BaqI’s Al-Mujam al-Mufahris (Cairo: Kitab ash-Shab, n.d., p. 
326, gives the same citations, only numbers them as 21 separate refer¬ 
ences, giving a separate citation to the two occurrences of the word in 
17:85. 

3. Sura 32, for example, begins with a mention of Muhammad’s 
prophecy (1-3). It moves suddenly to creation and the breathing of the 
spirit into the primordial human (4-9) and then, in a final sudden shift, 
to the day of reckoning (10-11). These are discreet verses, but even here 
they are brought into close connection. Through intertextual echoes even 
verses distant from one another in the Qur’an are interembedded. 

4. For the Hindu and Christian traditions, for example, see the study 
of David Carpenter, Revelation , History, and the Dialogue of Religions: A 
Study ofBhartrhari and Bonaventure (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1995). 
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For the views of mystics on how the Qur’an, the book of Exodus, and 
the first verses of the Gospel of John shatter normal structures of lan¬ 
guage, see M. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1994). See also, Bernard McGinn, The Presence of God: 
The Foundations of Mysticism (New York: Crossroad, 1991), especially the 
chapter on the Christian mystical theologian Origen. 

5. Sura 66:12 offers a more graphic version, we breathed into it ( fihi ) 
some of our spirit, the hi referring back to the word far] (vagina) earlier 
in the verse where Mary is said to have remained chaste (that is, “guarded 
her vagina”). 

6. Phyllis Trible’s demonstration of the gender nonspecificity of the 
Biblical Adam in the first creation account might have some bearing on 
issues in Qur’anic interpretation as well. See P. Trible, God and the 
Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978); idem, Texts of Terror: 
Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1984). 

7. wa l-fajr 

wa layalin ‘ashr 

wa sh-shafi wa 1-watr 

wa 1-layli idha yasr 

hal fl dhalika qasamun li dhl hijr 

The step-by-step build up in verse length reaches its apogee in 
the verse that follows, discussing the fate of the people of‘Ad, who, like 
the people of Thamud, were destroyed after neglecting the words of their 
prophet: 

a lam tara kayfa fa‘ala rabbuka bi ‘ad? 

“Don’t you see what your lord did with ‘Ad?” 

At this climactic point the end-rhyme shifts to the emotively 
intense ‘Ad, with its long-a in emphatic position at the end of the verse. 
This shift is strongly reminiscent of the shift in Sura 82:1-6 from stac¬ 
cato, short verses to the long, plaintive refrain ya ayyuha 1-insanu ma 
gharraka bi rabbika 1 -karim (“Oh, O human being what has deceived you 
about your generous lord?). 

8. For a summary and discussion of oaths in the Qur’an, see A. Yusuf 
Ali, The Holy Quran: Text , Translation , and Commentary (New York: 
Hafner, 1946) 2:1784-88. 

9. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Al-Tafsir al-Kabir (The Great Commen¬ 
tary), vol. 32 (Cairo: Iltizam ‘Abd al-Rahman Muhammad, n.d., p.198) is 
most matter of fact in making the substitution: ma bi ma‘na man 
(“ma with the meaning of man ’). Marmaduke Pickthall, in his popular 
translation, The Meaning of the Glorious Coran (Beirut, dual language 
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edition, n.d., p. 809, renders the last verse as ,“And by Him who made the 
male and the female,” and translates the ma similarly in 95:7 and 91:5. 
Ahmad Ali translates the verse as “And what He created of the male and 
female.” While grammatically possible, this interpretation not only cre¬ 
ates the theological difficulty of a male being creating gender, but must 
create an antecedent for the subject of khalaqa (created) that is not only 
absent from the text but also seems to go against the oath style. See also 
al-Quran: a Contemporary Translation by Ahmed Ali (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1988), p. 539. 

10. Other cases are to be found in suras 95:7 and 91:5,6,7, the latter of 
which is especially resonant with the passage in The Night. 

11. The ma also resonates with the a sound of untha , and the strong 
end assonance of yaghsha and tajalla in the previous verses. This asso¬ 
nance focused on the a sound is the key feature of the sound figures in the 
Suras of Destiny, The Quaking, and The Qarfa. We also find in the wa 
ma of wa ma khalaqa the “aCa” sequence that was a major sound pat¬ 
tern of Destiny ( wama y mala , sala). In each of the three moments, the 
semantic, emotive, and acoustic energies fall upon units of sound and 
meaning that are are shaped into sound figures and partial personifica¬ 
tions. When it is not dismissed through the substitution of man for ma) y 
the ma in the Sura of Destiny can be heard in its interplay between ani¬ 
mate and inanimate, relative and interrogative, an interplay that is in¬ 
tensified through correspondences with other passages. 

12. See Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Coran y pp. 808-809. 
Pickthall appeals to the English literary tradition, in which the sun is 
personified as male, to reverse the gender of the personification in the 
Arabic. 

13. Below are some of the sound combinations that, through intra- 
textual and intertextual resonance, become sound figures in certain pas¬ 
sages concerning the spirit and the three boundary moments: 

flha min ruhina “some of our spirit into her” (spirit is breathed into 
Maryam) 

ruhufiha “spirit upon her” (spirit descends upon/with the night of 
destiny) 

ma laha “what is with her?” (asked about the earth in labor and 
crisis) 

ma hiya “what she is” (what hawiya is) 

hawiya “a woman bereft of her child, abyss, falling” (in reference 
to the QarTa) 
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saldmun hiya “peace she is” (in reference to the night of destiny) 
wa duhaha “and her brightening” (said about the sun), followed by 
seven verses with similar construction (ma sawwaha etc). 

wamd, maid, said, (short a, consonant, long a patterns from the 
Sura of Destiny and the Sura of the Night). 

14. R. Bell, The Qur'an: Translated, with a Critical Re-Arrangement 
of the Surahs , vol. 2 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1937, i960), p. 669. 
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The recommendations below are intended for a general audience. 
A full bibliography can be found in Jane Dammen McAuliffe, 
Quranic Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis 
(Cambridge University Press, 1991). Three major new reference 
works on the Qur’an have recently appeared. Encyclopaedia of the 
Qur'an , 5 volumes, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Leiden: Brill, 
2006); The Blackwell Companion to the Qur'an , ed. Andrew Rip- 
pin (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006); and The Cambridge Companion to 
the Qur'an , ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Cambridge University 
Press, 2006). 

Qur’an on CD-ROM, Audio CD, and Internet Sites 

A major development in the last decade has brought inexpensive 
CD-ROM versions of the Qur’an to a wide audience. On a single 
CD, one can find the entire Qur’an in Arabic, in English translit¬ 
eration, with several different English translations, and with 
discussions of grammar and interpretations by classical commen¬ 
tators. Most importantly, as the text moves along the screen, the 
user can listen to the Qur’anic reciter pronouncing the text. Many 
CD-ROMs feature more than one reciter. Among the more popu¬ 
lar versions of the Qur’an on CD-ROM are: 

The Alim v.6 (latest version). Also available in “pocket” PDA 
form. 

Qari Plus: Interactive Teacher of the Quran 

The Quran on CD-Rom , Harf, developed by Micro Systems 
International www.soundvision.com. Information avail¬ 
able at www.quran.com. 

The Glorious Qur'an , v.2. 

Most online Islamic bookstores offer a wide range of audio 
CDs of Qur’anic recitation, in both the more rapid, less ornate 
(tartll ) and the dramatic ( tajawwud ) styles. The CDs are available 
individually or in box sets (of approximately 20 CDs consisting of 
the full Qur’an as recited by a particular reciter). 

Qur’an recitations are widely available online. Visit: 

www.quranonline.net 
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www.reciter.org 

www.quranwithdvd.com 

www.islaam.com/Reciters.aspx 

Audio CDs are widely available, as well. Among the most pop¬ 
ular and respected female Qur’anic reciters is Hajja Razia bint ‘Abd 
al-Rahman. Her recitations have been well received at the 
Malaysian festival featuring women Qur’an reciters, and selec¬ 
tions of her recitations were made available in the U.S. on cassette. 
The position of women reciting the Qur’an in public in Islamic 
societies resembles that of women ministers in Christianity or 
women rabbis in Judaism. Depending upon the local culture 
and version of Islam, women may find themselves encouraged to 
recite in public or discouraged from public recitation, although 
all women are encouraged to learn the Qur’an and to recite it 
privately. 

Qur’anic Commentary 

There is a vast tradition of Qur’anic commentary. Many of these 
texts have not been translated into English. In addition to the texts 
that are found in English on CD-ROM, resources in English for 
this tradition include: 

Mahmoud Ayoub, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters , vols. 1-2 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1984). 

J. M. S. Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran Interpretation (Lei¬ 
den: 1968). 

Michael Feener, “Notes toward a History of Qur’anic Exegesis 
in Southeast Asia,” Studia Islamica 5.4 (1988): 47-76. 

Helmut Gatje, The Qur'an and Its Exegesis: Selected Texts with 
Classical and Modern Muslim Interpretations (translated 
and edited by Alford T. Welch) (Oxford: Oneworld Pub¬ 
lications, 1996). 

J. J. G. Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran in Modern Egypt 
(Leiden: 1968). 

Journal of Qur'anic Studies is a new publication that will be 
appearing twice yearly, published through the University 
of London, Centre of Islamic Studies. 
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Abu Jafar Muhammad b. Jariral-Tabari, The Commentary on 
the Quran, (an abridged translation of Jam? al-baydn ‘an 
ta'wil al-Qur'an , with an introduction and notes by J. 
Cooper) (London: New York: Oxford University Press, 
1987). 

Modern and Comparative Approaches to the Qur’an 

Farid Esack, The Qur'an: A User's Guide (Oxford: Oneworld, 
2005). 

Michael Cook, The Koran: A Very Short Introduction (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2000). 

Mohammad Abu-Hamdiyvah, The Qur'an: An Introduction 
(London/New York: Routledge, 2000). 

Muhammad Abdel Haleem, Understanding the Qur'an: 
Themes and Style (London: I. B. Tauris, 1999). 

Bruce Lawrence, The Qur'an: Books that Changed the World 
(New York: Grove Press, 2006). 

Toshihiko Izutsu: God and Man in the Qur'an: Semantics of the 
Quranic Weltanschauung (Tokyo: Keio University, 1994, new edi¬ 
tion, Kuala Lumpur: Islamic Book Trust, 2002). 

Brannon M. Wheeler, Prophets in the Quran (London & New 
York: Continuum, 2002). 

Approaches to the Qur'an , ed. G.R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader 
A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993). 

For the Qur’anic concept of “book” and a brilliant analysis 
narrative and closure in the Qur'an, see Daniel Madigan, The 
Qur'an's Self Image: Writing and Authority in Islam's Scripture 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2001). 

For an entry into the world of Qur’anic calligraphy, see Martin 
Lings, The Quranic Art of Calligraphy and Illumination (New York: 
Interlink Books, 1987). 

For some groundbreaking approaches to the Qur'an among 
contemporary Muslim scholars, see Modern Muslim Intellectuals 
and the Qur'an , ed. Suha Taji-Farouki (Oxford: Oxford Univer¬ 
sity Press, 2004). 

For recent general studies, see: 
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Al-Sayyid Abu al-Qasim al-Musaw! al-Khu’i, The Prolegomena 
to the Quran (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). A thor¬ 
ough examination of controversial issues in Qur’anic studies from 
a Shi’ite perspective. 

Mustansir Mir, “The Qur’an as Literature,” Religion and Lit¬ 
erature 20:1 (1988). 

Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur'an: A Contemporary Ap¬ 
proach to a Veiled Text (London: SCM Press, 1996). 

A wide range of recent scholarship can be found in five collec¬ 
tions of essays: 

Issa Boullata (ed.), Literary Structures of Religious Meaning in 
the Quran (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000). 

G. R. Hawting and A. Shareef (eds.) Approaches to the Quran 
(London: Routledge, 1993). 

A. Rippin (ed.), Approaches to the History of the Interpretation 
of the Quran (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988). 

-(ed.), The Quran: Style and Contents (Brooksfield, Vt.: 

Ashgate, 1999). 

-(ed.), The Quran: Formative Interpretation (Brooks¬ 
field, Vt.: Ashgate, 2000). 

For an essay written by a scholar who was not trained in the 
study of Islam and yet who offers brilliant insights into the lan¬ 
guage of the Qur’an, see Norman O. Brown, “The Apocalypse of 
Islam,” Social Text 3:8 (1983-4), 155-171. 

For an important comparative discussion, see William Gra¬ 
ham, Beyond the Written Word: Oral Aspects of Scripture in the His¬ 
tory of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987). 

For an analysis of the portrayal of Christians in the Qur’an, 
along with a clear and full discussion of issues in Qur’anic inter¬ 
pretation and scholarship, see Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Quranic 
Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis (Cam¬ 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 

For a thematic discussion of the Qur’an by an influential mod¬ 
ern Islamic scholar, see Fazlur Rahman, Major Themes of the 
Qur'an (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1980). 

For reference works, see Hanna E. Kassis, A Concordance of 
the Qur'an (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), and 
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Mustansir Mir, Dictionary of Quranic Terms and Concepts (New 
York: Garland, 1987). 

For a feminist approach to the Qur’an and subsequent tradi¬ 
tions, see Fatima Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite: A Feminist 
Interpretation of Women's Rights in Islam (translated by Mary Jo 
Lakeland) (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1991). This book also 
offers a highly readable and compelling introduction to the life and 
family of Muhammad, the role of women in the development of 
Islam, and the stakes behind the controversies surrounding 
Muhammad and his family. 

Excellent work has been done recently on the question of 
women in the Qur’an. See, for example, Barbara Freyer Stowasser, 
Women in the Qur'an: Traditions and Interpretations (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1994); Amina El Azhary Sonbol (ed.), 
Women , the Family , and Divorce Laws in Islamic History (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 1996); and Amina Wadud-Muhsin, 
Qur'an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman's 
Perspective (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 

For a challenge to Islamic traditions about the Qur’an, see 
John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scrip¬ 
tural Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977). Wans¬ 
brough makes difficult reading for specialist and nonspecialist 
alike. In a new edition of Quranic Studies , Andrew Rippin has pro¬ 
vided an invaluable resource, however, by supplying annotations, 
scripture quotation keys, and translations of the Arabic, Hebrew, 
and Greek passages cited by Wansbrough. Readers are advised to 
consult this new, improved edition of Wansbrough’s work. See 
John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scrip¬ 
tural Interpretation. Foreword, Translations, and Expanded Notes 
by Andrew Rippin (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2004). For 
an accessible introduction to Wansbrough’s approach in contrast 
to that of Fazlur Rahman, see Andrew Rippin, “Literary Analysis of 
Qur’an, Tafsir, and Sira: The Methodologies of John Wansbrough 
and Fazlur Rahman” in Richard Martin (ed.), Approaches to Islam 
in Religious Studies (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1985), 
151-163,189-202. 

For a liberation theology approach, see Farid Esack, Qur'an , 
Liberation , and Pluralism (Oxford: Oneworld, 1997). 
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The Cultural World of Muhammad 

For an excellent new study of the legend of Thamud in Islam and 
the wider world of myth and symbol in early Arabia, see Jaroslav 
Stetkevych, Muhammad and the Golden Bough (Bloomington: In¬ 
diana University Press, 1996). 

For the revolution in transport brought about by the new 
camel saddle and its impact on Arabia, see Richard Bulliet, The 
Camel and the Wheel (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1976). 

For the earliest major biography ( slra ) of the prophet Muham¬ 
mad, see A. Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of 
Ibn Ishaq's Sirat Rasul Allah (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1987). For another major classical sir a, see Ibn Kathir, The Life of 
the Prophet ( Al-Sira al-Nabawiyya ) (translated by Trevor Le Gas- 
sick, vol. 1 of 4) (Reading, UK: Garnet, 1999). 

For a modern biography based on classical tradition, see Mar¬ 
tin Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources (New 
York: Inner Traditions, 1983). For a recent biography based on a 
non-traditional perspective, see Michael Cook, Muhammad (Ox¬ 
ford: Oxford University Press, 1983). 

For Muhammad’s life and times, see Karen Armstrong, 
Muhammad: A Biography of the Prophet (San Francisco: Harper- 
SanFrancisco, 1993). 

For an historical study, see F. E. Peters, Muhammad and the 
Origins of Islam (Albany: SUNY Press, 1994). 

For pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, see Michael Sells, Desert Trac¬ 
ings: Six Classical Arabian Odes (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1989), and Suzanne Pinckey Stetkevych, The Mute 
Immortals Speak (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993). 

For a challenge to the premises of traditional Muslim history 
and the assumptions of Western scholars on the issue of trade 
routes in Arabia before and at the time of the prophet Muhammad, 
see Patricia Crone, Meccan Trade and the Rise of Islam (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1987). 

On Qur’anic Recitation 

For the major (and highly readable) work in English on the signif¬ 
icance in Islamic society of Qur’anic recitation, with deep insight 
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into both the social occasions and the artistic dimensions of the 
practice, see Kristina Nelson, The Art of Reciting the Quran 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1985). 

For the place of Qur’anic recitation in society with an analysis 
of gender, learning, and piety in a modern Islamic nation, see 
Anna M. Gade, Perfection Makes Practice: Learning , Emotion , and 
the Recited Quran in Indonesia. (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 2004). 

For further information, see: 

Issa J. Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur’an: 
xjaz and Related Topics” in A. Rippin (ed.), Approaches 
to the History of the Interpretation of the Quran (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1988), pp. 139-157. 

Frederick Denny, “The Adab of Qur’an Recitation: Text and 
Context,” in Anthony Johns (ed.), International Congress 
for the Study of the Qur'an (Canberra: Australian National 
University, 1981). 

-, “Exegesis and Recitation: Their Development as 

Classical Forms of Qur’anic Piety,” in Frank E. 
Reynolds and T. M. Ludwig (eds.), Transitions and Trans¬ 
formations in the History of Religions: Essays in Honor of 
Joseph M. Kitagawa (Leiden: Brill, 1980), pp. 91-123. 

-and R. L. Taylor (eds.), The Holy Book in Compara¬ 
tive Perspective , (Columbia: University of South Carolina 
Press, 1985). 

Lamya’ al-Faruql, “Tartil al-Qur’an al-Karlm,” in Khurshid 
Ahmad and Zafar Ansari (eds.), Islamic Perspectives: 
Studies in Honor of Mawlana Sayyid Abul Ada Mawdiidi 
(London: Islamic Foundation U.K. and Jedda, 1979), pp. 
105-121. 

Anne K. Rasmussen, “The Qur’an in Indonesian Daily Life: 
The Public Project of Musical Oratory,” Ethnomusicol- 
ogy 45:1 (Winter 2001), 30-57. 

Sayyid Qutb’s In the Shade of the Quran stands out as one of the 
more influential popular interpretations. Qutb, best known for his 
militant treatise Milestones , was also a serious reader of the Qur’an. 
For his approach to the suras covered in this book, see S. Qutb, In 
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the Shade of the Quran , vol. 30 (translated by M. Adil Salahi, Aharu 
A. Shamis) (New Delhi: Islamic Book Service, 2001). 

English Renditions of the Qur’an 

The Qur'an: Translated , With a Critical Rearrangement of the 
Surahs , translated by Richard Bell (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1939). 
From the point of view of literary style and accuracy, this is one of 
the finer English renditions of the Qur’an. It is difficult to read, 
however, because Bell’s “critical rearrangement” of the suras chops 
them up according to the self-confident views of the translator on 
the chronology of the revelations to Muhammad. Still, this work 
is one of the most important sources in English and well worth 
consulting even by those who are not interested in Bell’s re¬ 
arrangement project. It is especially valuable for its close adherence 
to the Qur’anic cadence and verbal rhythm. 

Al-Quran: A Contemporary Translation , by Ahmed Ali (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988). This translation, in a bilin¬ 
gual facing-page presentation, offers a more natural language than 
the neo-Victorian language of Arberry or the extremely literal and 
stiff language of Pickthall. 

The Koran Interpreted , by Arthur J. Arberry (London: Allen & 
Unwin; New York: Macmillan, 1933). 

The Message of the Quran , translated by Muhammad Asad 
(Chicago: Kazi Publications, 1992). 

The Awesome News , Interpretation ofjuz ’ Amma—The Last Part 
of the Quran , by Mahmoud M. Ayoub (World Call Society, second 
edition, 1997). The translation and commentary by Ayoub are ex¬ 
cellent and provide a fine study of the Qur’anic passages exam¬ 
ined above. 

The Noble Quran: A New Rendering of its Meaning in English , by 
Abdalhaqq Bewley and Aisha Bewley (Norwich, UK: Bookwork, 
1999 ). 

The Essential Koran , translated by Thomas Cleary (San Francisco: 
Flarper, 1994). 
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The Koran , translated by N.J. Dawood (New York: Penguin Books, 
1972), and The Koran , translated by N.J. Dawood (New York: Pen¬ 
guin Books, 1990). In the first edition, Dawood rearranged the 
Qur’an according to what is believed about its chronological order, 
beginning with some of the early Meccan suras that appear at the 
end of the standard written text. In the new edition, the traditional 
arrangement of the suras is used. 

An Interpretation of the Qur'an: English Translation of the Meanings, 
a Bilingual Edition, translated by Majid Fakhry (New York: New 
York University Press, 2004). 

The Light of Dawn: a Daybook of Verses from the Holy Qur'an, 
Camille Adams Helminski (Putney, VT: Threshold Books, 1998). 

The Qur'an, translation and commentary by T. B. Irving (Brattle- 
boro, VT: Amana Books, 1988). This version, like Ahmad Ali’s, 
works for a natural idiom—in this case with an American expres¬ 
sive style. 

The Meaning of the Glorious Koran: An Explanatory Translation, 
by Marmaduke Pickthall (London: Knopf, 1930). 

The Holy Quran: Text, Translation, and Commentary, by Abdullah 
Yusuf Ali (New York: Hafner Publishing, 1946). This is a highly 
respected work and is considered a standard English rendition by 
many Muslims. Available in bilingual, facing-page editions. 
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Compact Disc Recording 

The Call to Prayer and Six Suras 

1 The Opening (al-fatiha),82 The Tearing (al-infitar),91 The Sun 
(ash-shams), 97 Destiny (al-qadr),99 The Earthquake (al-zalzala), 
101 The Calamity (al-qari' a) 

For translations, transliterations, and sound cues to these tracks, 
see pages 166-196. 


Call to Prayer (adhan) 


Track l 

By Mustafa Ozcan Gunesdogdu 

(Sunni Adhan) 

Muhammad Khalil al-Husari (Murattal) 


Track 2 

Surat al-Fatiha 

(Sura 1) 

Track 3 

Surat al-Infitar 

(Sura 82) 

Track 4 

Surat ash-Shams 

(Sura 91) 

Track 5 

Surat al-Qadr 

(Sura 97) 

Track 6 

Surat az-Zalzala 

(Sura 99) 

Track 7 

Surat al-Qari‘a 

(Sura 101) 

Hajjah Maria Ulfa (Murattal) 


Track 8 

Surat al-Infitar 

(Sura 82) 

Track 9 

Surat ash-Shams 

(Sura 91) 

Track 10 

Surat al-Qadr 

(Sura 97) 

Track 11 

Surat az-Zalzala 

(Sura 99) 

Track 12 

Surat al-Qari‘a 

(Sura 101) 

Hajjah Maria Ulfa (Mujawwad) 


Track 13 

Surat al-Qadr 

(Sura 97) 

Track 14 

Surat az-Zalzala 

(Sura 99) 

Track 15 

Surat al-Qari‘a 

(Sura 101) 

‘Abd al-Basit Abd al-Samad 


Track 16 

Surat al-Infitar 

(Sura 82) 

Track 17 

Surat ash-Shams 

(Sura 91) 

Track 18 

Surat al-Qadr 

(Sura 97) 

Track 19 

Surat az-Zalzala 

(Sura 99) 

Track 20 

Surat al-Qari‘a 

(Sura 101) 
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Imam Zijad Delic 

Track 21 Surat al-QarPa (Sura 101) 

Track 22 Surat az-Zalzala (Sura 99) 


Muhammad Siddiq al-Minshawi (Murattal) 


Track 23 

Surat al-Fatiha 

(Sura 1) 

Track 24 

Surat al-Infitar 

(Sura 82) 

Track 23 

Surat ash-Shams 

(Sura 91) 

Track 26 

Surat al-Qadr 

(Sura 97) 

Track 27 

Surat az-Zalzala 

(Sura 99) 

Track 28 

Surat al-Qari‘a 

(Sura 101) 

Seemi Bushra Ghazi 


Track 29 

Surat al-Qadr (two versions) 

(Sura 97) 

Track 30 

Surat az-Zalzala 

(Sura 99) 

Track 31 

Surat al-QarPa 

(Sura 101) 

Call to Prayer (adhan) 


Track 32 

By Amir Koushkani 

(Shi‘i Adhan) 

Imam Bilal Hyde 

Track 33 

Live Recitation of Surat al-Fatiha 

(Sura 1) 
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Biographies of Qur'anic Reciters 


Mustafa Ozcan Gunesdogdu is one of the most distinguished recent 
representatives of the Turkish tradition of Qur’an recitation and 
adhan. His recitations have received international recognition 
and prizes at Qur’an recitation festivals. 

Muhammad Khalil al-Husari was for many years the acknowledged 
master of the murattal style of recitation. Husari combined schol¬ 
arship and artistry with restraint in use of melodic effects. The 
result is a recitation that is at once simple and profound. 

Hajjah Maria Ulfah, winner of two Indonesian national Qur’an 
recitation contests, is internationally recognized as one of the 
world’s master reciters and teachers of recitation. She is Manager 
of the Central Institute for the Development of Quranic Recitation 
and Lecturer at the Institute for the Study of the Qur’an and at 
the National Islamic University in Indonesia. 

‘Abd al-Basit Abd as-Samad exemplified the Egyptian popular re¬ 
citer. In his recordings, now circulating throughout the Islamic 
world, he combines a clear and high-register articulation with a 
sense of dramatic urgency. 

Imam Zijad Delic received his advanced studies in Sarajevo and Is¬ 
lamabad. He worked with the Islamic community in Donji Vakuf, 
Bosnia and among Bosnians in exile, and is now Imam of the Rich¬ 
mond, Vancouver mosque. He is currently recording an album of 
anashid (devotional songs) in Bosnian and Arabic. 

Muhammad Siddiq al-Minshawi, another Egyptian reciter, com¬ 
bined the classical restraint and contemplative quality of Husari's 
recitation with a particularly poignant example of tahzln , the evo¬ 
cation and expression of sadness as a Qur’anic meditation. 

Seemi Bushra Ghazi represents the cultivation of recitation by the 
gifted non-professional. She lives in Vancouver, British Columbia 
and is known for her participation in a variety of Islamic cultural 
events and Sufi devotional chants. 
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Amir Koushkani was trained in classical Persian music under 
Master Darioush Peerniakhan. He has pursued his art in Iran and 
internationally and currently resides in Vancouver, British Co¬ 
lumbia. Among his recordings is an album of Persian Sufi poetry 
set to music in collaboration with Houman Pourmehdi entitled 
Quest (Vancouver: Songlines Recordings, 1998). 

Imam Bilal Hyde was trained in religious studies at McGill Univer¬ 
sity and the University of California, Berkeley and in traditional Is¬ 
lamic studies in Mecca, Medina, Ethiopia, The Sudan, and Egypt. 
He serves as Muslim chaplain in the California State Prison sys¬ 
tem, teaches Qur’anic recitation and interpretation, serves as 
Imam for the Mevlevi, Chisti, and Jerrahi Sufi Orders, and partic¬ 
ipates in ecur*' - ! d gatherings, particularly ’'rough San Fran¬ 
cisco’s Grac 
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AppWdChing the Qur an captures the complexity, power, and poetry 
of the early suras, or chapters, of the Qur’an, the sacred scripture of Islam. 
Michael Sells presents brilliant translations of the short, hymnic suras associated 
with the first revelations to the Prophet Muhammad. 

In this second edition, Sells offers a new translation and commentary on the Sura 
of the Compassionate ( al-Rahman ), which holds a special place within Islamic 
devotion and literature. Additionally, a new preface addresses the ongoing 
controversy over teaching about Islam and the Qur’an in American universities. 

Approaching the Qur'an is enriched by inclusion of a compact disc recording 
of Quranic reciters chanting several of the early suras, allowing readers an 
opportunity to hear the Qur’an in its original form. 

Distinguished Praise for 

Approaching the Qur'an: The Early Revelations 

“When a ranking Islamicist brings to his translation a mastery of English language that equals 
that of the best poets of our day, the result is certain to be remarkable. And, as here demon¬ 
strated, it is. After Michael Sells’ breakthrough rendition of the Qur’an’s earliest chapters, the 
English-speaking world need never again find that holy text impenetrable.” 

Huston Smith, author of the bestselling work The World's Religions and 
Why Religion Matters. 

“Approaching the Qur'an, is a fluent and accessible text that flawlessly communicates the 
religious and literary verities of the Qur’an. Both Muslim and non-Muslim audiences, begin¬ 
ners as well as advanced students of Islam will no doubt appreciate the many innovative facets 
of this extraordinary book. It is an indispensable aid for all students of religion and Islam, 
with Sells again at his best.” 

Ebrahim Moosa, associate professor in the Department of Religious Studies at 
the University of Cape Town and visiting professor at Duke University 

“Michael Sells is to be congratulated for making a major contribution to religious literature 
with Approaching the Qur'an, the best version of Muslim scriptures available in English.” 
Carl Ernst, professor of Islamic studies at the University of North Carolina 
and author of The Shambhala Guide to Sufism 


About the Translator / Author: Michael Sells is profes¬ 
sor of Islamic History and Literature in the Divinity School 
at the University of Chicago. He is the author of seven 
books and more than sixty articles. 
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